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BACKGROUND GUIDE

Honorable Delegates,

It is our pleasure to welcome you to the United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP)
committee in AUSMUN 2023. We hope you have an enjoyable time at the conference, in which
we aim to give you many chances for insightful debates. Our goal for this conference is to focus
on environmental protection and sustainability as well as the consequences of our actions on the
environment. We hope to make this conference enjoyable while also enabling you to improve your
debating and communication skills.

This background guide contains valuable information that may guide you in understanding the
topics. However, we encourage you to venture and research outside the background guide to try to
maximize your knowledge of the two topics. 

We look forward to meeting each one of you! For further inquiries, do not hesitate to contact us. 

Best regards, 
Maryam Al Khayatt, Lana El Zarif, Ameer Sarfarazhusain 
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Because of the Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment, the United Nations
Environmental Program (UNEP) was established in June 1972, with its headquarters in Nairobi,
Kenya. The UNEP serves as the United Nations' environmental coordinating agency. It has made
major contributions to the identification and analysis of global environmental problems, the
development of regional and worldwide environmental programs and conventions, and the
promotion of environmental science and information. One of its most significant responsibilities is
to help developing countries establish environmentally friendly policies and practices. UNEP was
established to monitor environmental conditions, influence policy-making with science, and
coordinate global solutions to environmental concerns. 

UNEP's objective is to educate, enlighten, and enable nations and individuals to enhance their
standard of living without compromising that of subsequent generations by providing leadership
and encouraging partnership in environmental care. UNEP seeks to achieve transformative change
for people and nature by addressing the core reasons of the three global crises of climate change,
biodiversity loss, and pollution and waste. For a UNEP resolution to pass, a simple majority must
be reached. More than half of the countries attending must vote for the resolution in order for it to
pass. Each country has the freedom to vote for or against the resolution being presented. 
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In the last 5 years our world has encountered a number of worldwide crises, ranging from the long-
lasting effects of the COVID-19 pandemic to intense and numerous wildfire outbreaks. Australia
faced one of the deadliest wildfire seasons to ever exist in 2019-2020 (Lang and Moeini-Meybodi,
2021). The West Coast wildfires in the United States grew to historic levels in 2020. One of
Nepal's deadliest wildfire seasons in nearly a decade began in early 2021 (Lang and Moeini-
Meybodi, 2021). The earliest wildfire went up in flames when oxygen levels were higher
,approximately 419 million years ago during the Silurian era.The biggest wildfire to ever be
recorded is the 2003 Siberian Taiga Fires that took place in Russia.Over 55 million acres (22
million hectares) of land were burnt by a succession of disastrous fires in the taiga forests of
Eastern Siberia in 2003, during one of the warmest summers Europe had seen up to that point.
What is regarded as one of the deadliest and greatest wildfires in human history, is thought to have
been caused by a combination of very dry circumstances and growing human exploitation.

A wildfire is defined as a wild land fire that is uncontrollable and usually occurs in rural regions (
NGS, 2022). For hundreds of millions of years, wildfires have burned in savannas, forests,
grasslands and a variety of other habitats, which proves that they are not constrained to a certain
continent or environment. Wildfires are getting more intense and expanding in scope across the
Earth's ecosystem. While doing so, they are severely affecting the environment, wildlife, human
health, and civilization from Australia to Canada, the United States to China, across Europe, and
the Amazon. For the past 450 years, societies all over the world have lived in fear of fires and have
attempted to seek different ways to suppress fires as much as possible. However, wildfires obtain
distinctive obstacles to our society and need a different line of action towards their suppression
and prevention. 

There are several circumstances that can cause a wildfire. Wildfires can be caused naturally, by
lightning or climate change. Lightning strikes the earth as often as 100 times every second
(average) and has been the cause of some of the most significant wildland fires such as the
Yellowstone wildfire that occurred in the United States in 1988 (National Fire Administration,
2003). However, human activity is the primary cause of wildfires. A minority of these fires are
intentional such as those made by Indigenous people as a part of their rituals (National Fire
Administration, 2003). Others are accidental, and are Caused by hikers or campers being negligent
or not paying attention to how to adequately put out a fire.
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Wildfires have had an immense impact on the environment in countries all over the world. Not
only has there been catastrophic damage of land and forests but countless losses of human lives.
The repercussions of these wildfires are substantial and lead to wildfire and habitat loss, economic
depletion as well as increasing Greenhouse Gas emissions.The global carbon cycle may be
dramatically impacted by wildfires.Because they release significant amounts of carbon dioxide and
carbon monoxide, into the atmosphere, wildfires have a direct effect on weather and climate.The
release of large quantities of CO2 into the atmosphere by wildfires in ecosystems like peatlands
and rainforests, stores significant amounts of lost organic carbon, which aggravates global
warming.This approach, allows wildfires to expedite the positive feedback loop of the carbon
cycle, making it more challenging to stop global warming.
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The combined effects of climate change and human activity have had significant impacts on
wildfires, influencing their scale, severity, and consequences on our ecosystems and community.
The economic, social, and environmental factors of development are all significantly impacted by
wildfires. The true costs of wildfires are frequently undermined thus, resulting in less political
focus and minimal financial resources being allocated to combating wildfires. Therefore,
developing successful strategies to decrease the danger and effects of future wildfires requires a
thorough evaluation of the various impacts of wildfires and the costs associated with them.

The economic costs that are associated with wildfires include the expenses of firefighting and the
loss of numerous assets. There have also been indirect economic effects based on how they affect
economic activities and a reduction in the value of assets in the area. Countries have reported a
sharp rise in the cost of wildfire damage in recent decades, despite the lack of global statistics on
such economic repercussions. The cost of these catastrophic wildfires is frequently difficult to
estimate, but in regards to the long-term effects, the underprivileged populations around the world
suffer significantly. The negative effects wildfires have on these communities could lead to an
economic decline as well as impede efforts to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals of the
United Nations.

Wildfires harm ecosystems and biodiversity by disrupting the complex relationships and various
flora and fauna's habitats. Wildfires destroy the land's capability for supporting particular species
of animals and plants. The plant features that support countless creatures are destroyed or altered,
which drives the animals out of the area or causes their deaths. Wildfires also contribute to a
decline on human health and our wellbeing. People with allergies and respiratory conditions may
have deteriorated health due to the effects of smoke and dust, which cause extreme breathing
discomfort. Therefore, it is impossible to completely extinguish wildfires, but there are many
things that can be addressed to minimize the effect it has on our environment. 

For countless of years, most politicians flinched at the mention of climate change in regard to
wildfires, blaming them with 'politicizing disasters' even if the connection to the phenomenon was
relatively clear.Political stability and wildfires have been linked for some time, but the connection
is too obvious to disregard. Weather extremes and social stress are made worse by wildfires, which
have an impact on the economy and political behavior.Although wildfires' influence on politics
and geopolitics is currently minor, it will inevitably become more pronounced—and worrisome—
in the future. If wildfires are not being taken into account, billions of people will be forced to flee
their homes or struggle to survive due to wildfires, unbearable heat, and shrinking coastlines. The
result would be an extraordinary strain on social and political structures, not to mention the world
economy.
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Wildfires are devastating in countries all around the world.Each incident has a different set of
contributing causes, but a common thread unites them all: rising temperatures and drier seasons
which are forced by burning fossil fuels has increased the likelihood of wildfires. The countries
most affected by wildfires are the Arctic and Siberia, the United States, Brazil, Argentina,Canada
and Australia.This is due to humid temperatures and human caused climate change. 
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The United Nations is currently playing a very instrumental role in protecting forests and
mitigating the risk of wildfires globally. The Sustainable Development Goals have a deadline of
2030, and experts have designated this period as the final opportunity to avert catastrophic climate
change. These two dates coincide with the United Nations Decade on Ecosystem Restoration,
which is now taking place from 2021 to 2030. The UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration is a
global call to action for the preservation and restoration of ecosystems for the benefit of both
people and the environment. It attempts to stop environmental degradation and restore them in
order to accomplish universal goals.

Further, a global framework for action at all levels is also provided by the United Nations Strategic
Plan for Forests 2030, which aims to stop deforestation and forest degradation while managing all
types of forests and non-forest trees sustainably. The United Nations Forum on Forests had a
special session in January 2017 when the historic agreement on the Strategic Plan was achieved.
The United Nations General Assembly then approved the accord in April 2017. The Strategic Plan
is focused on achieving the six Global Forest Goals and 26 associated targets by 2030. The four
Global Objectives on Forests listed in the United Nations Forest Instrument are fully encompassed
and built upon by the goals and objectives outlined in this brief document.

The signatories to the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change have also committed
themselves to, inter alia, promoting ‘sustainable management … conservation and enhancement’
of greenhouse gas sinks and reservoirs ‘including biomass, forests and oceans as well as other
terrestrial, coastal and marine ecosystems. However, do keep in mind, not all countries have
ratified the UNFCCC.

There have also been multilateral actions taken across the globe by governments themselves to
further this aim. A prime example includes, The Bonn Challenge, which is an international
initiative that aims to restore 150 million hectares of damaged and deforested landscapes by 2020
and 350 million hectares by 2030. The Challenge, which was established in 2011 by the German
government and the IUCN, received pledges totalling 150 million hectares in 2017. Moreover,
multiple international law frameworks help in mitigating wildfires. The UN Framework
Convention on Climate Change's signatories have pledged to support, among other things,
"sustainable management" of "conservation and enhancement" of the world's oceans, forests, and
other terrestrial, coastal, and marine ecosystems.

 

INTL ORGANIZATION ACTIONS &
LATEST DEVELOPMENTS 
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The UN Secretary-General António Guterres also remarked at the Alliance for Rainforests event
Sept 2019 “And we must speed up our transition to a cleaner, greener future, with a healthy forest
system at its core… The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development recognizes the vital role of
forests, as does the Paris Agreement on climate change, along with all other United Nations
conventions and programmes.”

The first truly worldwide commitment to address the climate catastrophe is the Paris Agreement.
A single, comprehensive agreement that aspires to keep global warming to well below 2°C (3.6°F)
and make every attempt to go above 1.5°C (2.7°F) was signed in 2015 by 195 countries, including
the European Union. Considering that Wildfires emitted 1.76 billion tonnes of carbon globally in
2021; countries are also bound by international obligations under the agreement to do everything
they can to mitigate the same. The 1998 Protocol on Persistent Organic Pollutants cites the 1979
Convention on Long-Range Transboundary Air Pollution as its source: "Fires, in particular
domestic wood and coal heating and open fires such as refuse burning, forest fires, and after-crop
burning, are identified as a major stationary source of polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons" (PAH).
36 Parties to the Convention and the 1998 Protocol have pledged to reduce the amount of PAH.

The ASEAN Agreement on Transboundary Haze Pollution was finalized in response to the effects
of haze pollution brought on by forest fires in 1997–1998. The Convention mandates that
signatories take action to avoid, be ready for, and respond to fires that could endanger other
signatories. The treaty outlines how a request for help should be made, as well as the
responsibilities placed on other signatory governments to assess and act upon any request. It also
particularly anticipates international collaboration to combat land or forest fires. Following that, it
discusses the need for any exemptions, for responding states to have access to facilities, and for the
transportation of personnel and equipment.

Following this convention: - The ASEAN Agreement on Transboundary Haze Pollution was
finalized in response to the impact of haze pollution caused by forest fires in 1997–1998 the
Convention requires signatories to take steps to prevent, prepare for and respond to fires that may
pose a threat to other signatories. The convention specifically anticipates international cooperation
to combat land or forest fires, and provides for how a request for assistance is to be made and the
obligations upon other signatory states to consider and respond to any request. 

INTL ORGANIZATION ACTIONS &
LATEST DEVELOPMENTS 
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It then deals with issues of necessary exemptions and the provision of facilities for responding
states and the transit of necessary equipment and personnel. In order to guarantee comparable
systems and training, the convention also calls for scientific and technical cooperation amongst
parties. Although it appears to be almost perfect, this convention or international solution has not
yet been widely adopted inside a UN committee; it is currently solely applicable to ASEAN
member states. Much might be learned from this and applied globally for everyone.

The above international frameworks state obligations to prevent a wildfire. To add on, during the
course of a wildfire States have obligations under a number of international human rights treaties,
including the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International
Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR); a state will have an international
obligation not only to take measures to alleviate the suffering of a population affected by a
wildland fire, but also, where possible, to take measures to control fire that is posing a threat to
homes, lives, or property.

INTL ORGANIZATION ACTIONS &
LATEST DEVELOPMENTS 
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1910 (United States) : Big Burn (Great Fire of Connecticut) :Although it only lasted two days,
the first fire combined with strong winds burned 3 million acres (1.2 million hectares), or
about the size of the whole state of Connecticut, and took 85 lives.

1919 (Canada): The Great Fire of 1919 is still regarded as one of the biggest and most
destructive wildfires in history, despite having occurred more than a century ago.

1939 (Australia):Black Friday Bushfire:The 1939 bushfires in Victoria, a state in southeast
Australia, that burned more than 5 million acres and are referred to in history as "Black
Friday," were the result of several years of drought,strong winds and high temperatures.

1987(China and Russia): Black Dragon Fire:The Black Dragon fire of 1987, also known as the
Daxing'annling Wildfire, was possibly the deadliest forest fire in the People's Republic of
China and the largest single fire in the world in the last several hundred years. Over the course
of more than a month, it burned continuously, obliterating over 2.5 million acres (1 million
hectares) of land, 18 million of which were forests. Although the actual cause is unknown,
human activity may have contributed to the fire.

2004 ( United States): Alaska Fire Season:In terms of the total area burned, the Alaskan fire
season of 2004 was the worst ever recorded. 701 fires burned more than 6.6 million acres (2.6
million hectares) of land. Of these, 215 were caused by lightning, while the remaining 426
were caused by people.

  2010 (South America): Bolivia Forest Fires More than 25,000 fires occurred in Bolivia in
August 2010, damaging a total of about 3.7 million acres , especially the country's part of the
Amazon. The government was obliged to cancel multiple flights and issue a state of
emergency due to the dense smoke they produced. A number of fires ignited were by farmers
to clear ground for planting . 

2014 (Canada):Over 150 different fires started in the Northwest Territories in the summer of
2014, a region of about1.1 billion square kilometers in northern Canada. 13 of them were
thought to have been started by people. US$44.4 million was spent on firefighters' operations,
and a total of roughly 8.5 million acres of forest were totally destroyed. The Northwest
Territories Fires were among the worst to be documented in almost three decades.

Wildfires: The Rising Threat of Extraordinary Landscape Fires
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2020 (Australia): Australian Bushfires:The devastating effects on wildlife caused by the
Australian bushfires of 2020 will go down in history. The severe bushfires ravaged New South
Wales and Queensland in southeast Australia, burning 42 million acres, obliterating thousands
of buildings, displacing 3 billion animals, including an astonishing 61,000 koalas, and killing
numerous individuals.Early early 2020 was Australia's warmest and driest year on record,
which had a significant role in the disastrous wildfires.

Wildfires: The Rising Threat of Extraordinary Landscape Fires



BACKGROUND GUIDE

3

QUESTIONS TO ADDRESS

13

How can countries try to stop the impacts of wildfires?

What causes wildfires to spread rapidly?

What policy changes are required to subside the effects of wildfires on wildlife and our
environment?

Which areas are most affected by wildfires? 
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SUGGESTED RESEARCH

The role and efforts of your country in the contribution towards SDGs.

The country’s position on the current issue and the severity of its situation.

The impact that recent global events have had on the UN’s 1st Sustainable Development Goal.

How child poverty has emerged in recent years.

Topic 1: The Effectiveness of SDG's on Ending Poverty
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The world has witnessed numerous wars throughout history that have impacted global culture,
politics, and the environment. Additionally, various internal conflicts within nations have taken
place throughout history, such as mass protests and strikes. The devastating effects of annihilation
have resulted in the degradation and demise of the world and its natural environment. Not only has
war been harmful to society, but it has also emitted high quantities of greenhouse gasses, which
have contributed to global warming and resource depletion (VRai, 2022). Moreover, mass vehicle
deployments, as well as the excessive use of ammunition, can cause severe physical harm to
sensitive ecosystems and geodiversity (CEOBS, 2020). Additionally, weapons and military
equipment used in wars create environmental residues. For example, the trenches constructed and
chemical gasses used during World War I (1914-1918) left significant environmental deficits.
Trenching resulted in grass erosion as well as animal and plant killing. Erosion was also caused by
forest chopping in order to expand the system of trenches. Additionally, in World War II (1939-
1945), war, chemical pollution, and air strikes all contributed to a decline in the world’s plants and
animal populations, as well as a drop in biodiversity. Thus, the various wars that history has
witnessed have gradually added to worldwide environmental damage. 

Warfare is a destructive act. According to an environmental study, it has a substantial effect on the
planet's most essential ecosystems. More than 90% of significant wars between 1950 and 2000
occurred in countries with biodiversity hotspots, and more than 80% of those wars occurred within
the hotspots themselves. Less than one-third of the 34 identified hotspots were devoid of severe
conflict throughout this time, and the majority saw recurrent violent incidents (Hanson et al.,
2009). Additionally, wars have very harmful ecological impacts, as discovered by Daskin and
Pringle (2018) through their study on biotic life. They discovered a link between armed conflict
and animal decreases in Africa's nature reserves. The researchers also found that wildlife
populations frequently change during periods of peace and decline during periods of war, with
declines getting worse as battles occur. Hence, the impacts of war on ecology and biodiversity can
be detrimental. The devastation seen in nature have led to environmental terrorism and eco-
terrorism. Environmental terrorism, or the unlawful use of force or violence against environmental
resources, has become more prevalent in the past century, and can even be applied to the current
Russia-Ukraine war. Moreover, eco-terrorism, or the destruction of infrastructrue has also
negatively affected society and the environment. For instance, Spardo (2020) found that the
movements associated with eco-terrorism have historically participated in unlawful acts to demand
alterations in environmental regulations. In turn, the movements damaged civil rights and
properties, which further influenced the environment through the spread of debris. It is important
to consider the global implications wars have on the environment. For instance, the greenhouse
gasses emitted through wars prompt global warming, decrease biodiversity, and pollute the air.
These implications make it difficult for individuals to live a healthy life.
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The environment is a significant factor in individuals’ lives It is critical to healthy living and the
survival of life on Earth. When we destroy the environment by waging wars, we endanger
ourselves and the future generations. To prevent further harm on the environment, the UN added
“Protection of the environment in relation to armed conflicts” in its charter. This topic addressed
specific issues with environmental protection in non-international wars, with an emphasis on how
international norms and regulations governing natural resources can improve environmental
protection during and after such wars. It also addressed issues about the accountability and
culpability of states and non-state entities. 

The devastation that comes with war has many implications on the globe’s economy, politics, and
social aspects. Global environmental change has a myriad of consequences, from little nuisance to
harm and death. Food and water shortages, pulmonary illnesses, mental discomfort and
psychological health issues, family disruption, social network losses, property damage,
unemployment, wage instability, and wealth erosion are all common implications. One of the most
prominent global changes caused partly by wars is climate change. The air and water quality,
water supply, and safe shelter deteriorate because of global warming. It could also make it more
dangerous for individuals to stay under the sun for long hours due to strong UV rays and the
dangers that accompany them.

Environmental degradation is a humanitarian challenge as well. The repercussions are usually
severe for some communities compared to others. Individuals with less societal, economical, and
political support are more likely to suffer negative consequences from pollution, resource scarcity,
extreme weather and other environmental concerns. For example, wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, and
Pakistan have had a substantial impact on these countries' environmental conditions. Due to the
countries’ societal, economical, and political status, they found it even more difficult to improve
their environmental conditions. Hence, wars’ effects on the environment are a crucial problem that
needs to be resolved as it has global implications. 

3
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Protocol for the Prohibition of the Use in War of Asphyxiating, Poisonous or Other Gases, and
of Bacteriological Methods of Warfare, of 17 June 1925.
Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Production and Stockpiling of
Bacteriological (Biological) and Toxin Weapons and on their Destruction, of 10 April 1972.

Among the very first words of the UN Charter (in its Preamble) are "to rescue subsequent
generations from the scourge of war," and those words served as the primary impetus for the
creation of the United Nations, whose founders had witnessed the destruction of two world wars
by 1945. Since the United Nations was established on October 24, 1945 (the day its Charter
entered into force), it has frequently been required to stop conflicts from turning into war, to assist
in reestablishing peace after hostilities have broken out, and to foster long-lasting peace in
societies that have recently emerged from conflict.

Along the lines of these conflicts, the UN has also assured an active and obligatory role to regulate
the way that conflict should be conducted in the worst possible scenario. However, the laws
regarding the protection of the environment have not been directly addressed or asserted quite
frequently; international documents supporting the same exist widely.

1949 saw the beginning of international law. Articles 55 of the 1949 Hague Regulations and
Article 53 of the Fourth Geneva Convention place restrictions on the occupying power's discretion
with regard to property damage in the event of a hostile occupation. It would be appropriate to
quote the following clause from the latter rule: "Any destruction by the Occupying Power of real
or personal property belonging individually or collectively to private persons, or to the State, or to
other public authorities, or to social or cooperative organizations, is prohibited, except where such
destruction is absolutely necessary by military operations.” This hints to the environment not being
destroyed intentionally.  

Furthermore, in Additional Protocol 1 to the Geneva Conventions in 1977, two clauses of Protocol
I specifically address the risks that contemporary warfare poses to the environment. They do this
in connection to people, who are the focus of IHL, but they still safeguard the environment in the
traditional sense. It acknowledges that militaries should not cause widespread, long-term, and
severe damages to the environment. This starts the direct address and beginning of regulating
warfare with consideration to the environment. 

These principles were then focused and developed in International Humanitarian law individually,
the following conventions were internationally adopted that contributed to the regulation of the
environment during warfare:
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AConvention on the Prohibition of Military or Any Other Hostile Use of Environmental
Modification Techniques ( " ENMOD Convention " ), of 10 December 1976.
Convention on Prohibitions or Restrictions on the Use of Certain Conventional Weapons
which may be Deemed to be Excessively Injurious or to have Indiscriminate Effects, of 10
October 1980.
Convention on the Prohibition of the Development, Production, Stockpiling and Use of
Chemical Weapons and on their Destruction of 29th April 1997

These instruments of international law are only applicable to countries who did ratify them and so
are taking active measures to follow them.

Lastly, in the biggest and vaguer picture, regulatory actions towards Weapons of Mass Destruction
are also inter-alia an act of protecting the environment of the earth. 

However, these conventions (the international law) do not directly address or aim to protect the
environment; rather these conventions just happen to have a positive causation on the
environment. Alas, there still needs to be a direct address and concern for the environment in
International Humanitarian Law.
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TIMELINE

World War I (1914): Millions were killed, trenches destroyed ecosystems, biodiversity was
lost, air was polluted due to chemicals.

World War II (1939): Millions were killed, war residue, infrastructure was destroyed,
Hiroshima bomb caused millions of refugees.

Vietnam War (1955): chemicals polluted the air, vegetation was destroyed 

Gulf war (1990): loss of oil in Iraq, destruction of infrastructure, pollution of air

Rwandan Genocide (1994): displacement of people put pressure on surrounding ecosystem to
survive 

Iraq war (2003): loss of various oil fields, infrastructure destruction

21

War and Conflict: A Cause of Environmental Crisis? 



BACKGROUND GUIDE

QUESTIONS TO ADDRESS

How will the current wars or conflicts affect the environment?

How would a possible nuclear war affect the globe?

How can the UN prevent the effects of war on the environment? 
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SUGGESTED RESEARCH

How have wars affected the environment?

How will greenhouse gasses affect life on earth?

How can the Ozone’s destruction harm humans?

Can the Russia-Ukraine war affect the environment?

How has history shaped our current reality?
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