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Introduction
The United Nations Environment Programme was established after the United
Nations Conference for the Human Environment in 1972. The stated mission of
UNEP is “to provide leadership and encourage partnership in caring for the
environment by inspiring, informing, and enabling nations and peoples to
improve their quality of life without compromising that of future
generations.” One of its seven major areas of work is the mitigation of
environmental damage during disasters and conflicts. The committee will
work together to create a resolution that protects the environment and
prevents further damage to the natural world as a result of wars and armed
conflicts.

The Impact of Armed Conflict on the Environment
Peacetime Impacts
The environment is negatively impacted by armed conflict on practically every
level. Even in peacetime, the existence of militaries and the technology that
must be built and sustained in an armed force degrades the environment and
deprives natural resources. Notably, militaries require large sums of energy,
the majority of which is provided by ine�cient fossil fuels such as oil. Large
militaries produce CO2 emissions on a massive scale. In fact, a Lancaster
University study published in 2019 showed that the United States military
emits more carbon than the majority of entire countries. Significant portions
of the land and sea are dedicated to storing military equipment; oftentimes,
the biodiversity of these areas is severely disrupted. The sustenance of a
military also relies on the constant renewal of technology and equipment. Old



and expired equipment and ammunition may be burned, dumped into the sea,
or relegated into a landfill. The resources spent on military maintenance and
development also divert spending from programs that preserve the
environment, such as eco-friendly transportation.

The Impact of Conflicts
During conflicts, this equipment is even more destructive to ecosystems. Many
factors determine the type and extent of the damage to the environment that is
caused by a conflict, such as the length, region, and nature of the fighting.
Wars that include widescale vehicle movements can damage terrain, as can
explosives. In urban areas, explosives can create debris and rubble, polluting
both the air and the ground. Exploded buildings and structures result in vast
quantities of dust. The synthetic materials in this dust can cause health
problems to humans and animals who breathe that dust in. Air pollution
intensifies when nuclear or industrial facilities are deliberately attacked,
releasing toxins into the atmosphere. The rubble created by the urban conflict
is often disposed of in a harmful manner, similarly to equipment disposal.
Additionally, the destruction of housing causes another massive issue: human
displacement. The displacement of civilians forces a multitude of people into
locations that may not be prepared to provide for them. Internal migration to
cities unprepared for influxes of people can lead to malnutrition, especially
when military conflict has also destroyed food storage and agricultural
regions. When the environment is depleted of its resources, refugee camps
often struggle to provide basic human needs to those within them; the water
may be contaminated by chemicals or other debris, food is often destroyed by
scorched earth techniques, and people may be forced to turn to burning lumber
from forests to provide energy and heat.

International Law
The Geneva Conventions and Humanitarian Law
Articles 35 of the Geneva Conventions, which was added in 1977 directly
address environmental protection. Article 35 states that “It is prohibited to
employ methods or means of warfare which are intended, or may be expected,
to cause widespread, long-term and severe damage to the natural
environment.” Unfortunately, this is the only article that directly references

https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/ihl/WebART/470-750044?OpenDocument


the environment, and it is very limited; it only prohibits damage that is
undoubtedly widespread, long-lasting, and severe; any damage that is less
than that is not accounted for under this law. It does not protect against the
destruction that does not fit all three of these qualifications with certainty.
Besides Article 35, several IHL clauses indirectly address environmental
degradation. For example, chemical and biological weapons cannot be used;
IHL does not prohibit the creation of and storage of these weapons. Article 55
of the Hague Convention prohibits the destruction of occupied land by
occupiers, including the destruction of valuable natural resources and sources
of food; the exception to this rule is a military necessity, which is rather vague.
However, environmental advocates believe that IHL is not significant in
preventing the degradation of the environment as a result of armed conflicts.
The International Committee of the Red Cross notes that IHL, distinguishes
between internal and international armed conflict, and it is more di�cult to
enforce IHL internally and during civil wars. Also, the majority of IHL was
created before environmental degradation was a widespread concern, and
therefore seldom addresses the environment directly.

The International Committee of the Red Cross Guidelines
UNEP first requested that the International Committee of the Red Cross create
guidelines on the protection of the environment during armed conflict in 1994.
The guides summarize existing humanitarian law regarding the destruction of
the environment in armed conflicts. These guidelines have been updated twice
since, once in 2009 and once in  2020. The current edition includes 32 rules
which address various topics. The guidelines prohibit the deliberate,
widespread, long-lasting destruction of the natural environment as a weapon
in armed conflicts. They also go more in-depth about what constitutes this
type of damage and are more strict about how much damage is widespread,
long-lasting, and severe. There are also several rules which note that
destruction of the environment, if necessary in military conflicts, should be
minimized to the extent necessary to carry out a specific military objective. If a
certain action will create more destruction than is logical for the intended
military action, then it is prohibited under such guidelines. Biological,
chemical, and poisoning weapons are all strictly prohibited by the ICRC’s
guidelines. However, despite these guidelines covering many bases when it
comes to environmental warfare, they are simply that: guidelines. These rules
are not binding, and they were created to be reflected in state policies and laws.

https://www.icrc.org/en/download/file/141079/guidelines_on_the_protection_of_the_natural_environment_in_armed_conflict_advance-copy.pdf


The ICRC recommends that militaries and states integrate the guidelines into
their armed forces’ doctrines, education, and training systems. They also urge
states to investigate the damage that their actions cause to the Earth and
collaborate with other states to create measures that protect the ecosystems
that are damaged by military programs.

United Nations Actions
UNEP Initiatives
UNEP intends to reduce the chances of conflicts causing significant damage to
the environment. This includes reducing countries’ consumption of natural
resources and implementing more sustainable practices into military training,
education, research, innovation, and construction. More e�cient energy
generation is a massive initiative that reduces the impact of military
infrastructure on the ecosystem. Legally protecting areas that are rich in
wildlife and natural resources is also an important step to preserving these
areas when conflict strikes. UNEP has worked with many countries to create
programs that mitigate environmental damage from conflict within their
boundaries. They have established project o�ces in several states, and are
currently working in Haiti, Afghanistan, Sudan, and South Sudan. UNEP seeks
to aid states with the management of natural resources and introduces
sustainable development tools. UNEP’s focus is on nature-based solutions.
UNEP defines nature-based solutions as “locally appropriate actions that
address challenges such as climate change and provide human well-being and
biodiversity benefits by protecting, sustainably managing and restoring
ecosystems.” In January of 2021, UNEP introduced a free, online course about
nature-based solutions to disasters.

Questions to Consider
1. How has my country been negatively impacted by internal or

international conflicts? What natural resources have been damaged, and
have there been any recovery e�orts that succeeded?

2. Is my country currently building up its military? In what ways is my
country’s military damaging the environment within and surrounding
my country?



3. Has my country taken any initiative to introduce sustainable
development practices into the training, build-up, and management of
its armed forces?

4. In what ways does International Humanitarian Law protect the
environment? Are there any ways it falls flat, and if so, what can be
done?

5. How can the global community mobilize to help people who have been
displaced or otherwise negatively e�ected by the depletion of natural
resources, chemical warfare, and the destruction of the environment?

Possible Solutions
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