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The General Assembly Plenary at NWMUN-HS 2022 

The NWMUN-HS Secretariat strives each year to create an accurate simulation for our delegates. We have 

developed additional ways for delegates to interact within the simulation, including enabling delegates to take 

multiple forms of action on an issue, including but not limited to adopting resolutions. This section aims to provide 

additional, specific information for the General Assembly (GA) Plenary at NWMUN-HS 2022. 

Briefings 

While discussing a topic, GA delegates are able to receive briefings from representatives of relevant member states 

or UN subject matter experts. The specific thematic experts available will be announced on the NWMUN-HS 

website, as well as the beginning of the conference. 

Mandate 

The mandate of the GA Plenary is:  The General Assembly may discuss any questions or any matters within the 

scope of the [UN] Charter or relating to the powers and functions of any organs provided for in the present 

Charter, and […] may make recommendations to the Members of the United Nations or to the Security Council or to 

both on any such questions or matters. 

Selected Functions & Powers 

• Consider and make recommendations on the general principles of cooperation for maintaining international 

peace and security, including disarmament. 

• Discuss any question relating to international peace and security and, except where a dispute or situation is 

currently being discussed by the Security Council, make recommendations on it; 

• Discuss, with the same exception, and make recommendations on any questions within the scope of the Charter 

or affecting the powers and functions of any organ of the UN. 

• Initiate studies and make recommendations to promote international political cooperation, the development and 

codification of international law, the realization of human rights and fundamental freedoms, and international 

collaboration in the economic, social, humanitarian, cultural, educational and health fields; 

• Make recommendations for the peaceful settlement of disputes between countries. 

• Consider reports from the Security Council and other UN organs.  

• Approves the budget of the UN. 

• Conducts elections for non-permanent members of the Security Council, rotating members of other UN bodies 

(such as the Economic and Social Council), and chooses the Secretary-General upon the recommendation of the 

Security Council. 

Outcome Documents 

When taking action, GA Plenary may adopt resolutions containing recommendations aimed at a range of 

stakeholders, including the UN Secretary-General and Secretariat, Member States, UN entities, or other international 

organizations, encouraging action. Resolutions adopted by the GA carry considerable weight behind them due to the 

universal membership of the GA.  

Rules of Procedure 

The GA Plenary will use the standard NWMUN rules of procedure available on our website.  

Members of the General Assembly Plenary at NWMUN-HS 2022 

The GA Plenary will include all Member States of the UN, as well as two observer delegations, the delegations of 

the Holy See and Palestine. The GA Plenary’s membership will reflect the current membership of the United 

Nations at the time of the conference, and should any prospective member achieve UN membership prior to 

NWMUN-HS 2022, the GA Plenary at NWMUN-HS 2022 will include these new members with full membership 

and voting rights.  
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Committee Overview 

Introduction  

As articulated in Chapter IV (Articles 9-22) of the Charter of the United Nations (Charter) (1945), the General 

Assembly (GA) is the largest of the six principal organs of the United Nations (UN).1 The significance of the GA 

lies in its inclusivity, with all of the UN’s 193 Member States, as well as its two permanent observers, represented.2 

By providing a single vote equally to each Member State, the GA is revolutionary in terms of its inclusiveness as a 

forum for international diplomacy and an important contributor to global policy.3 The GA has the authority to 

discuss a broad range of issues, including poverty reduction, education, global health, economic development, the 

climate crisis, human rights, disarmament, terrorism, piracy, and human trafficking.4 Additionally, it has a normative 

impact on international relations by setting global policy recommendations on major international issues facing 

every Member State, making it an example of diplomacy and a force for change.5 The resolutions adopted in the GA 

are non-binding in nature and do not carry the weight of international law as do those of the Security Council.6 

History  

Following the events of the Second World War, the international community created the UN to build an effective 

international platform to address security and facilitate diplomacy and peaceful dialogue.7 The authors of the Charter 

established the GA, with its inclusivity and sovereign equality often summarized as “one country, one vote,” to 

explicitly address and overcome the failures of the UN’s predecessor, the League of Nations.8 The Charter (1945) 

was drafted and signed on 26 June 1945 during the UN Conference on International Organization in San Francisco, 

California.9 The first session of the GA was held on 10 January 1946 in London, England, and was attended by 51 

Member States.10 The first session had two major themes which were intended to guide the work of the body: equal 

rights and self-determination; and international cooperation to resolve global issues.11 They decided on these two 

major themes to protect the following generations from the scourge of war and to reaffirm faith in fundamental 

human rights.12 Just two years later, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (1948) was adopted.13 

These two aims have continued, but many others have been added through the years, and the activities and duties of 

the organization have also expanded.14 As the borders of countries changed and new countries were formed, new 

members joined as permanent Member States of the United Nations, increasing the number of Member States to 193 

today.15  

There have been some particularly important sessions of the GA that resulted in the establishment of policy 

frameworks that have shaped the efforts of Member States in areas such as development and education for decades 

at a time.16 For example, a GA special session in September 2000 established the Millennium Development Goals.17 

 
1 Charter of the United Nations, 1945, Chapter IV. http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/ 

UN, Main Bodies. https://www.un.org/en/about-us/main-bodies 
2 UN, History of the United Nations. http://www.un.org/en/sections/history/history-united-nations/  
3 UN, What are Member States?, 2016. http://www.un.org/depts/dhl/unms/whatisms.shtml  
4 UNGA, Preliminary list of items to be included in the provisional agenda of the 71st regular session, 2016. http://undocs.org/A/71/50  
5 UN DGACM, Functions and powers of the GA. http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtml  
6 UN News, GA demands all States to comply with UN resolutions regarding status of Jerusalem. 2017. 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2017/12/640152-general-assembly-demands-all-states-comply-un-resolutions-regarding-status  
7 UN, Our Work. http://www.un.org/en/sections/what-we-do/  
8 UNOG, History: from the League of Nations to the UN, 2017. 

http://www.unog.ch/80256EDD006AC19C/(httpPages)/242056AEA671DEF780256EF30037A2A8?OpenDocument 
9 Charter of the United Nations, 1945. http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/ 

UN, History of the United Nations. http://www.un.org/en/sections/history/history-united-nations/  
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid.  
13 UNGA, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948. https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights 
14 UN DGACM, Background. http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtm 
15 Ibid. 
16 Blanchfield & Lawson, The Millennium Development Goals: The September 2010 U.N. High-level Meeting, 2010. 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R41410.pdf  
17 Ibid. 

about:blank
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http://www.unog.ch/80256EDD006AC19C/(httpPages)/242056AEA671DEF780256EF30037A2A8?OpenDocument
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Although resolutions are non-binding, they play an essential role in articulating norms and principles which can be 

translated into regional and national efforts.18  

Structure, Organization & Working Methods  

The GA membership is comprised of all 193 members of the UN, and two non-member observer states - the State of 

Palestine and Holy See.19 The two non-member observer states participate in deliberative work and may vote on 

procedural matters but do not have a substantive vote.20 Each Member State has one vote.21 

The GA is a plenary committee, which means it has the ability to discuss any topic on its agenda and is the body in 

which all draft resolutions are ultimately considered and adopted.22 Much of the regular work of the GA, however, is 

carried out within the six Main Committees, which are subsidiary to the Plenary committee, each with a different 

focus.23 The six Main Committees of the GA are as follows:24  

• First Committee (Disarmament & International Security)  

• Second Committee (Economic and Financial)  

• Third Committee (Social, Humanitarian, and Cultural)  

• Fourth Committee (Special Political and Decolonization)  

• Fifth Committee (Administrative and Budgetary)  

• Sixth Committee (Legal)  

While each of the six Main Committees develops resolutions and recommendations within their focus areas, all 

decisions of the subsidiary committees are subject to vote by the Plenary Sessions of the GA.25 Beyond the six 

committees, the GA oversees a number of other boards, commissions, sub-committees, assemblies, councils, panels, 

and working groups, all tasked for various purposes to help fulfil the mandate of the GA.26 Some of these subsidiary 

bodies meet in annual sessions under GA mandate, such as the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), while others 

are permanent institutions, such as the UN Board of Auditors.27 Several bodies, such as Ad Hoc committees, are 

created to meet only once on specific topics.28 

There is an oversight bureau for every GA session, which consists of a Chairperson, Vice-Chairpersons, and a 

Rapporteur who are tasked with the operational oversight of the session.29 The bureau uses a regional and annual 

rotation, with the Chairperson from a new region, the Rapporteur from the region that held the chair the previous 

year, and the Vice-Chairpersons from the remaining regions.30 All officers are elected on the basis of equitable 

geographic distribution, experience, and personal competence.31  

The Charter (1945) provides for a Secretariat that offers substantive support to the GA and which consists of the 

Under-Secretary-General and Assistant Secretary-General for GA and Conference Management, the GA and 

 
18 Switzerland, The GA Handbook: A practical guide to the United Nations General Assembly, 2017, p. 52. 

https://www.unitar.org/sites/default/files/media/publication/doc/un_pga_new_handbook_0.pdf 
19 UN DGACM, Background. http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtm  
20 UN GA, Rules of procedure: XII. Plenary Meetings. http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/ropga/plenary.shtml  
21 Charter of the United Nations, 1945. http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/  
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 UN, General Assembly of the United Nations. https://www.un.org/en/ga/maincommittees/index.shtml  
25 Ibid. 
26 UN DGACM, Background. http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtm 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 UN DGACM, Seventieth Session: Bureau, 2016. http://www.un.org/en/ga/sixth/70/bureau.shtml  
30 UN DGACM, Fifth Committee: Frequently Asked Questions. http://www.un.org/en/ga/fifth/faq.shtml#1  
31 Ibid. 

about:blank
https://www.unitar.org/sites/default/files/media/publication/doc/un_pga_new_handbook_0.pdf
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) Affairs Division, and the Documents Planning Unit.32 The duties of the 

Secretariat as outlined in Article 47 of the Charter (1945) include receiving, translating, printing, archiving, and 

distributing all documents, reports, and resolutions of the GA and its subsidiary bodies, and “performing all other 

work which the Assembly may require.”33 Additionally, the UN Secretary-General writes an annual report on the 

work of the Organization and presents it to the committee at the beginning of the proceeding session.34  

The GA holds annual sessions that begin every September and conclude around July every year, with preset agendas 

that may evolve throughout the year.35 In addition to the annual sessions, the GA can hold special sessions and 

emergency sessions to deal with certain international events or crises.36 Special Sessions can be held at the request 

of the Secretary-General or the Security Council, or through a vote of a simple majority of the Member States.37 The 

last special session was held in April of 2016 on the World Drug Problem in conjunction with the Commission on 

Narcotic Drugs (CND).38 The session was tasked with evaluating the progress of the 2009 Declaration and Plan of 

Action on International Cooperation towards an Integrated and Balanced Strategy to Counter the World Drug 

Problem.39 The GA can also call for Emergency Special Sessions with support from a majority of GA Member 

States; it can also do so when the Security Council is unable to reach consensus, particularly in times of deadlock 

between permanent members, and at least seven Security Council (SC) members request an emergency special 

session in order to maintain peace and security.40 The last emergency special session was first held in 1997 to 

discuss “Illegal Israeli actions in occupied East Jerusalem and the rest of the Occupied Palestinian Territory,” and 

has reconvened several times since, most recently in June 2018.41 

Mandate, Powers & Function  

Chapter IV of the Charter (1945) outlines the composition, procedures, and operational policies of the GA; its 

mandate is to serve as the primary deliberative body of the United Nations, to facilitate discussions, and make 

recommendations to Member States and the appropriate organs of the UN.42 The GA is considered the “chief 

deliberative, policymaking, and representative organ of the UN.”43 This broad mandate has been challenged in the 

past, especially when the GA has faced questions of enforcement and legitimacy; however, it still remains one of the 

primary norm-setting bodies in the world.44  

Article 10 of the Charter (1945) outlines the general mandate of the body and authorizes the GA to discuss “any 

questions or matters within the scope of the Charter” or which are related to the function of the body’s numerous 

subsidiary organs.45 Under the current mandate, the GA appoints the Secretary-General and approves the admission 

of new Member States on the recommendation of the SC, and elects members to several UN organs, including the 

non-permanent members of the SC, members of ECOSOC, and judges for the International Court of Justice (ICJ).46 

As stated in Article 17 of the Charter (1945), the GA also considers and approves the budget of the organization and 

may examine and recommend budgetary outcome to specialized agencies defined in Article 57.47 For example, the 

Fifth Committee of the UN approved a budget of 6.69 billion USD for 13 peacekeeping operations in 2018-2019.48 

 
32 Charter of the United Nations, 1945. http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/ 
33 Charter of the United Nations, 1945, Chapter VII. http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/; UN GA, Rules of Procedure. 

http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/ropga/sec.shtml  
34 UN GA, Rules of Procedure. http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/ropga/sec.shtm  
35 UN DGACM, Schedule of GA plenary & other meetings: 70th Session, 2016. http://www.un.org/en/ga/info/meetings/70schedule.shtml  
36 UN DGCAM, Special Sessions. http://www.un.org/en/ga/sessions/special.shtml  
37 Ibid.  
38 Ibid.  
39 UN GA, Political Declaration and Plan of Action on Intl. Cooperation towards an Integrated and Balanced Strategy to Counter the 

World Drug Problem, 2009. https://www.unodc.org/documents/ungass2016/V0984963-English.pdf  
40 UN DGACM, Emergency Special Sessions. http://www.un.org/ga/sessions/emergency.shtml  
41 UN DGACM, Tenth Emergency Special Session. https://www.un.org/en/ga/sessions/emergency10th.shtml 
42 Ibid. 
43 UN, Functions and powers of the GA. http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtml  
44 Ibid. 
45 UN DGACM, Background. http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtml  
46 Ibid. 
47 Charter of the United Nations, 1945. http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/ 

UN DGACM, Background. http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtml  
48 UN, Meetings Coverage and Press Releases. https://www.un.org/press/en/2018/gaab4287.doc.htm  

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
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Under the Charter (1945), the GA is empowered to make recommendations to the SC, Member States, and other UN 

organs, although it does not have the capacity to mandate action from these groups nor discuss an issue seized by the 

SC.49 The relationship between the GA and the SC is also articulated in the Charter (1945).50 The GA exercises 

some form of oversight over the SC through its election of the ten non-permanent members of the Council for their 

two-year mandates, discussion of the annual reports of the SC, and approval of the budget of the UN.51 Further, 

pursuant to Articles 10 and 11 of the Charter (1945), the GA can make recommendations to the SC on any issue 

under its purview, and specifically, on issues related to international peace and security, if referred by any Member 

of the UN or the SC.52 If action should be required, the Charter (1945) notes in Article 11(2) that the issue should be 

further referred to the SC.53 The Charter (1945) is a living document, however, and a primary example of this is the 

ongoing discussion regarding the role and relationship of the GA and the SC, particularly in instances in which 

Member States do not believe the SC is taking necessary action.54 For example, the GA may make only general 

recommendations on peace and security, unless the SC fails to act; if the Council fails to act,\ the GA can 

immediately discuss the matter and make recommendations to Member States in order to maintain or restore 

international peace and security.55 However, unlike other topics, resolutions on peace and security in the GA require 

a two-thirds majority rather than a simple majority.56 The GA also deals with economic and social issues, 

particularly by working with the ECOSOC.57  

The GA highly values fostering consensus in all of its works, adopting the majority of its resolutions by consensus; 

this highlights the diplomacy and compromise promoted by the body.58 For example, the UDHR (1948) was adopted 

by consensus in the GA; this document is the global foundation for human rights, guaranteeing “equal and 

inalienable rights of all members of the human family.”59 Another notable example is resolution 377v (1950), 

entitled “Uniting for Peace,” which gives the GA the ability to address priority issues they feel that the SC has failed 

to address.60 In 1956, the GA utilized the power granted in resolution 377v (1950) to create the UN Emergency 

Force for the Suez Crisis.61 With this being its first emergency special session and establishment of the 

peacekeeping force, this GA course of action paved the way for many subsequent peacekeeping operations.62  

The GA can make recommendations in order to initiate action on various political, economic, humanitarian, and 

legal.63 GA resolutions are binding with relation to budgets and other internal affairs of the UN, but are not legally 

binding upon Member States, making Member States responsible for implementation of the policy recommendations 

contained in resolutions.64 The GA may request studies and recommend actions to address concerns with 

international political cooperation, the development and implementation of international law, the examination of 

human rights and freedoms, and collaboration in the fields of cultural, economic, educational, humanitarian, and 

health fields.65 Additionally, the GA has the ability to make recommendations to individual Member States, the SC, 

and its subsidiary bodies and reporting entities.66 It can also create UN funds, programs, and offices; additionally, it 

 
49 UN DGACM, Background. http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtm  
50 Charter of the United Nations, 1945. http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/ 
51 Volger, Close Cooperation Is Useful Between the GA and Security Council, 2012. http://www.passblue.com/2012/09/20/how-the-

security-council-and-the-general-assembly-coexist/ 
52 Charter of the United Nations, 1945. http://www.un.org/en/charter-united-nations/  
53 Ibid. 
54 UN OLA, Repertory of Practice of UN Organs, Supplement No. 10 (2000-2009): Article 10, 2016. 

https://legal.un.org/repertory/art13/english/rep_supp10_vol2_art13_1b_2.pdf 
55 UN, Peace, dignity, and equality on a healthy planet. https://www.un.org/en/global-issues/peace-and-security 
56 UN, Maintain International Peace and Security.  https://www.un.org/en/our-work/maintain-international-peace-and-security 
57 UN GA, Relationship to the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). https://www.un.org/en/ga/cpc/ecosoc.shtml  
58 UN DGACM, Functions and powers of the GA. http://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtml  
59 Albert, et. al., The Role of the UNGA, 2016. https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/role-un-general-assembly; UN GA, Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, 1948. https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-human-rights 
60 Switzerland, The PGA Handbook: A practical guide to the UNGA, 2017, p. 52. 

https://www.unitar.org/sites/default/files/media/publication/doc/un_pga_new_handbook_0.pdf 

UN GA, Uniting for Peace (A/RES/377(V)), 1950. http://undocs.org/A/RES/377(v)  
61 UN DPO, Middle East – UNEF I: Background. https://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/missions/past/unef1backgr2.html  
62 Ibid. 
63 Switzerland, The GA Handbook: A practical guide to the UNGA, 2017, p. 52. 

https://www.unitar.org/sites/default/files/media/publication/doc/un_pga_new_handbook_0.pdf 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
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can foster collaboration between the UN system and specialized agencies outside the GA through independent 

organizations that have a relationship with the UN through Article 63 of the Charter (1945).67 Below are some of the 

resolutions adopted in the 75th session following recommendations and actions taken by the GA: 

• Establishment of the Permanent Forum of People of African Descent.68 

• Political Declaration on HIV and AIDS: Ending Inequalities and Getting on Track to End AIDS by 2030.69  

• The situation in Myanmar.70 

• Women and Girls and the Response to the Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19).71 

• Special Session of the General Assembly in Response to the Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) Pandemic.72 

• Comprehensive Review of the Whole Question of Peacekeeping Operations in all their Aspects.73 

• The Responsibility to Protect and the Prevention of Genocide, War Crimes, Ethnic Cleansing, and Crimes 

against Humanity.74 

Additionally, over the last several years, recommendations were directed at the below actors: 

• The Secretary-General and Secretariat: submit future recommendations; prepare a strategic framework; 

improve the capacity of the UN to respond effectively to the requests of Member States; implement 

resolutions; solicit the views of Member States; convene expert groups; mobilize resources; provide 

assistance to Member States; improve inter-agency cooperation; strengthen exchanges between the UN and 

other organization; disseminate information; enhance the information provided to the public; and assist 

countries through humanitarian, technical, and financial assistance.75 

• Subsidiary organs of the GA, ECOSOC and its subsidiary bodies; and funds and programmes of the UN 

system: provide assistance to governments; enhance their mutual relationship with regional organizations 

and synergies with other UN agencies that undertake complementary work; convene meetings; take actions 

for the implementation of international instruments; promote information on certain issues; mainstream the 

special needs of regions in their normative and operational activities; intensify efforts to provide technical 

assistance; explore ways and means to contribute more effectively to solve problems; give special attention 

to the violation of human rights.76 

• Member States and specific governments: take action for effective implementation of resolutions and 

declarations; review, develop and promote regulatory guidance and standards; ratifying or acceding to 

international instruments; give priority to certain issues in their assistance programmes and budgets; 

promote the exchange of information; maintain dialogue among Member States, specialized agencies, and 

 
67 Chesterman, Law and Practice of the United Nations: Documents and Commentary (Second Edition), 2016, p. 12. 
68 UN GA, Establishment of the Permanent Forum for People of African Descent (A/RES/75/314), 2021. 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/314  
69 UN GA, Political Declaration on HIV and AIDS: Ending Inequalities and Getting on Track to End AIDS by 2030 (A/RES/75/284), 

2021. https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/284UNGA,  
70 UN GA, The situation in Myanmar (A/RES/75/287), 2021. https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/287  
71 UN GA, Women and Girls and the Response to the Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) (A/RES/75/157), 2021. 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/157  
72 UN GA, Special Session of the General Assembly in Response to the Coronavirus Disease (COIVD-19) Pandemic (A/RES/75/4), 2021. 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/4  
73 UN GA, Comprehensive Review of the Whole Question of Peacekeeping Operations in All Their Aspects (A/RES/75/281), 2021. 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/281  
74 UN GA, The Responsibility to Protect and the Prevention of Genocide, War Crimes, Ethnic Cleansing and Crimes Against Humanity 

(A/RES/75/277), 2021. https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/277  
75 UN OLA, Repertory of Practice of UN Organs, Supplement No. 10 (2000-2009): Article 13, 2016. 

https://legal.un.org/repertory/art13/english/rep_supp10_vol2_art13_1b_2.pdf 
76 Ibid. 
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intergovernmental organizations; cooperating with the Special Rapporteurs on carrying out their mandates; 

and respecting obligations under international law.77  

• The private sector, media, non-governmental organizations, and civil society: continue their cooperation 

with the UN; hold regional consultations and continue its assistance to marginalized populations.78  

• The international community: enhance cooperation at regional and international levels; adopt urgent and 

effective measures to eliminate the use of unilateral coercive economic measures against developing 

countries, and to support national efforts to promote the empowerment of women and gender equality in 

order to enhance national efforts to eliminate violence against women and girls.79 

Recent Work of the General Assembly  

The 75th session began on 15 September 2020 with an urgent focus on the COVID-19 pandemic, and produced 

resolutions addressing the impact of the pandemic on sustainable development, international travel, and women and 

girls.80 The General Assembly has stated that everything the UN stands for and works for – peace, progress, and 

human rights – is in jeopardy due to the pandemic; international cooperation has never been more imperative.81 The 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the climate crisis, and biodiversity were  highlighted within the agenda of 

the 75th session as high-level priority topics.82 The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change released its Sixth 

Assessment Report in August 2021, noting that manmade climate change has contributed heavily to causing many 

wildfires, heat waves, droughts, cyclones, and other extreme weather. 83 In 2021, catastrophic wildfires have ravaged 

California, Oregon, British Columbia, Greece, Turkey, Italy, Finland, and Russia.84 Wildfires are known to 

negatively impact biodiversity and hinder the recovery of the ecosystem in affected areas.85 A joint report from 

IPCC and the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) 

demonstrates the effect of climate change on biodiversity by natural disasters exacerbated by climate change, such 

as extreme wildfires.86 

  

 
77 Ibid. 
78 UN OLA, Repertory of Practice of UN Organs, Supplement No. 10 (2000-2009): Article 13, 2016. 

https://legal.un.org/repertory/art13/english/rep_supp10_vol2_art13_1b_2.pdf 
79 Ibid. 
80 UN GA, Resolutions of the 75th Session of the United Nations General Assembly. https://www.un.org/en/ga/75/resolutions.shtml 
81 UN, Media Kit- UN GA High-Level Events. https://www.un.org/en/ga/news/media_advisory_HLM75.shtml#covid-19 
82 UN GA, Resolutions of the 75th Session of the United Nations General Assembly. https://www.un.org/en/ga/75/resolutions.shtml 
83 IPCC, Climate Change 2021 The Physical Science Basis: Summary for Policy Makers, 2021. 

https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg1/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGI_SPM.pdf 
84 Nugent, The World Has Been on Fire for the Past Month, 2021. https://time.com/6087748/wildfires-around-the-world-photos/ 
85 Australian National Herbarium, How Fires Affect Biodiversity. https://www.anbg.gov.au/fire_ecology/fire-and-biodiversity.html 
86 IPBES, IPBES-IPCC Co-Sponsored Workshop on Biodiversity and Climate Change, 2021. https://ipbes.net/sites/default/files/2021-

06/2021_IPCC-IPBES_scientific_outcome_20210612.pdf 
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A wide scope of resolutions were adopted by the General Assembly during its 75th session, including:87  

Outcome Documents Recently Adopted by the General Assembly 

Year 
Agenda 

Item 
Code Topic 

2020 24(c) A/RES/75/233 Eradicating Rural Poverty to Implement the 2030 Agenda 

for Sustainable Development  

2020 131 A/RES/75/130 Global Health and Foreign Policy: Strengthening Health 

System Resilience through Affordable Healthcare for All 

2020 25(b)    A/RES/75/234 South-South Cooperation  

2020 63  A/RES/75/164 Assistance to Refugees, Returnees and Displaced Persons 

in Africa   

2020 72(c) A/RES/75/190 Situation of Human Rights in the Democratic People's 

Republic of Korea  

2020 109 A/RES/75/87 Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty  

2020  28 A/RES/75/157 Women and Girls and the Response to the Coronavirus 

Disease (COVID-19)  

The 76th session of the General Assembly (UNGA 76) commenced on 14 September 2021 with limited 

representatives present at in-person sessions to mitigate the spread of COVID-19.88 High-level General Debate will 

commence on 21 September 2021 and conclude on 27 September 2021.89 In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 

proposed theme for UNGA 76 is "Building resilience through hope--to recover from COVID-19, rebuild 

sustainably, respond to the needs of the planet, respect the rights of people and revitalize the United Nations."90 

Mandated events include a high-level meeting on the 20th Anniversary of the Durban Declaration and Programme 

of Action scheduled for 22 September 2021.91 The Durban Declaration was the outcome document of the 2001 

World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia, and Related Intolerance, so the theme of 

"reparations, racial justice and equality for people of African descent" has been declared for the 2021 high-level 

meeting.92 UNGA 76 will also include high-level plenary sessions regarding both the International Day for the Total 

Elimination of Nuclear Weapons and the International Day against Nuclear Tests on 28 September 2021 and 29 

August 2021, respectively.93 

The theme declared for UNGA 76 reflects the urgency of recovering from the COVID-19 pandemic, which has had 

a disastrous impact on a wide range of issues relevant to the international community.94 For example, achievement of 

Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 1 (No Poverty) has been hindered by COVID-19, with some 120 million 

people pushed back into extreme poverty (defined as living on less than 1.90 USD per day).95 The fallout from 

 
87 UN GA, Resolutions of the 75th Session of the United Nations General Assembly. https://www.un.org/en/ga/75/resolutions.shtml 
88 UN, High-Level Meetings of the 76th Session, 2021. https://www.un.org/en/ga/76/meetings/ 
89 UN GA, Arrangements for the high-level meetings and the general debate of the seventy-sixth session of the General Assembly 

(A/INF/76/4). https://undocs.org/A/INF/76/4 
90 UN GA, UN General Assembly 76th Session Introducing the President-elect, 2021. https://www.un.org/en/ga/president/76-

elect/index.shtml 
91 UN GA, A global call for concrete action for the elimination of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related intolerance and 

the comprehensive implementation of and follow-up to the Durban Declaration and Programme of Action (A/RES/75/237). 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/75/237 
92 UN, High-Level Meetings of the 76th Session, 2021. https://www.un.org/en/ga/76/meetings/ 
93 Ibid. 
94 UNDESA, End poverty in all its forms everywhere. https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal1 
95 UN, Goal 1: End poverty in all its forms everywhere. https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/poverty/ 

https://www.un.org/en/ga/75/resolutions.shtml
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COVID-19 will result in the first global increase in poverty since 1990.96 Additionally, the COVID-19 pandemic has 

resulted in the loss of 255 million full-time jobs across the world, which is roughly four times the amount of jobs 

lost during the 2007-2009 global financial crisis.97 

Conclusion  

The General Assembly is the largest international deliberative body, and as such addresses the challenges of the 21st 

century with the broadest representation. 98 The resolutions of the GA, while usually legally non-binding, hold a 

considerable amount of weight in global policy by setting normative standards for the international community.99 

The frameworks that have been set up through the GA provide the opportunity for the practical provision of rights, 

development opportunities, and improvements in global sustainability, among many other notable advances.100 The 

GA, through its involvement in a wide range of topics including poverty reduction, environmental protection, and 

peacebuilding, has the unique ability to improve people’s lives across the world.101 Through creative solutions and a 

democratic diplomatic forum, the GA will continue to have a vast influence on future problem-solving at the 

international level.102 

The GA continues to deal with more complex issues as it takes on issues of security, human rights, and development 

in a time often paralyzed by international inaction.103  It is important to understand the scope and influence of the 

GA in the UN and global community when considering topics and action plans.104 Although it has faced many 

challenges over its years of operation, the GA has made remarkable achievements when its Member States 

demonstrate and promote high levels of diplomacy, political will, and cooperation.105 

  

 
96 Ibid. 
97 UNDESA, Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all. 

https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal8 
98 Pew Research Center, UN Retains Strong Global Image, 2013. http://www.pewglobal.org/2013/09/17/united-nations-retains-strong-

global-image/ 
99 Ibid. 
100 UN DGACM, Main Committees. http://www.un.org/en/ga/maincommittees/index.shtml  
101 Ibid. 
102 Ibid. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Ibid. 
105 Ibid. 
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I. Ensuring Access to Affordable and Sustainable Energy for All 

“Achieving sustainable energy for all must involve the development of a sustainable energy system 

that emphasizes services to all. This must support the optimal use of energy resources in an equitable 

and socially inclusive manner, while minimizing environmental impacts.” – Wu Hongbo106 

Introduction 

Ensuring universal access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all is a major goal of the United 

Nations, and is Goal 7 of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as established by the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development.107 The UN’s Sustainable Energy for All (SE4All) defines sustainable energy, also 

referred to as renewable energy, as energy that is derived from natural sources which are replenished faster than it is 

consumed.108 The types of energy generation that are most commonly known as  renewable or sustainable energy are 

energy derived from solar, wind, geothermal, hydro (wave, currents and tides), and biomass sources. Additionally, 

while a non-renewable resource, nuclear energy is also an important component of low-carbon energy production.109 

Sustainable energy is important to poverty eradication and combating climate change, as well as a requirement for 

basic social services.110 There are strong global disparities in energy access; 700 million people lack access to 

electricity.111 34% of the global population is without access to energy sources they need to minimize pollution and 

negative health impacts from cooking.112 Energy shortages are even starker among people experiencing 

humanitarian emergencies, with 97% of displaced populations in camps having limited or no electricity.113 

The General Assembly, and especially its Second Committee, is the main forum for Member States to address 

development issues, including energy.114 It may make recommendations to Member States and to other UN organs 

as well as initiate studies and request reports from the Secretary-General on issues it sees fit.115 The prior work of 

the Assembly on sustainable energy has tended to include broad recommendations for Member States and the 

international community, requesting reports and acknowledging work done on the issue in other forums.116 A key 

issue that the General Assembly has not yet addressed under this agenda item is energy services for displaced 

people, while it has made general acknowledgements of the importance of clean cooking and sustainable energy for 

public services.117 

International Framework 

While no major international human rights instrument recognizes a specific right to sustainable energy, the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) states that everyone “is entitled to realization […] of the economic, 

social and cultural rights indispensable for his dignity,” including a standard of living adequate for one’s health.118 

 
106 UN DESA, Keynote address at the Sustainable Energy for All Ministerial Panel, Abu Dhabi International Renewable Energy 

Conference, 2013. https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/usg/statements/mr-wu/2013/01/sustainable-energy-for-all-2.html  
107 Ibid., Goal 7. https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal7 
108 UNECE, Specifications for the application of the United Nations Framework Classification for Fossil Energy and Mineral Reserves 

and Resources 2009 to Renewable Energy Resources, 2016. 

https://unece.org/DAM/energy/se/pdfs/comm25/ECE_ENERGY_2016_4.pdf 
109 IAEA, What is Nuclear Energy? The Science of Nuclear Power, 2021. https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/news/what-is-nuclear-energy-

the-science-of-nuclear-power 
110 UN-Energy, About UN-Energy, 2021. https://un-energy.org/newabout/ 

UN GA, Ensuring access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all (A/RES/74/225), 2019. 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/74/225 
111 Energy Progress Report, Results, 2021. https://trackingsdg7.esmap.org/results 
112 Ibid. 
113 Global Platform for Action, Why Energy is Important?, 2021. https://www.humanitarianenergy.org/what-is-the-gpa/why-energy-is-

important/ 
114 UN GA, About the General Assembly. https://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtml 

UN GA, Economic and Financial Committee (Second Committee), 2020. https://www.un.org/en/ga/second/index.shtml 
115 UN GA, About the General Assembly. https://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtml 
116 UN GA, Ensuring access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all (A/RES/74/225), 2019. 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/74/225 
117 Ibid. 
118 UN GA, Universal Declaration of Human Rights (A/RES/217 A (II)), 1948. https://www.un.org/en/about-us/universal-declaration-of-

human-rights 

https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/usg/statements/mr-wu/2013/01/sustainable-energy-for-all-2.html
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal7
https://unece.org/DAM/energy/se/pdfs/comm25/ECE_ENERGY_2016_4.pdf
https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/news/what-is-nuclear-energy-the-science-of-nuclear-power
https://www.iaea.org/newscenter/news/what-is-nuclear-energy-the-science-of-nuclear-power
https://un-energy.org/newabout/
https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/74/225
https://trackingsdg7.esmap.org/results
https://www.humanitarianenergy.org/what-is-the-gpa/why-energy-is-important/
https://www.humanitarianenergy.org/what-is-the-gpa/why-energy-is-important/
https://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtml
https://www.un.org/en/ga/second/index.shtml
https://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtml
https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/74/225
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The International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) codifies the right to an “adequate 

standard of living” and “continuous improvement of living conditions.”119 Other rights enumerated in the ICESCR 

with potential application to energy issues include those of “improvement of all aspects of environmental and 

industrial hygiene” and to “enjoy the benefits of scientific progress and its applications.”120 

The main UN convention guiding energy policy is the Paris Agreement (2015), which aims to limit global warming 

to less than a 2 degrees Celsius increase from pre-industrial levels.121 It is the first binding multilateral agreement on 

climate change, requiring each state party to produce climate action plans.122 The agreement affirms that  higher-

income countries should provide financial assistance to lower-income countries while emphasizing the need for 

capacity-building in the developing world.123 

In the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2015), sustainable energy is best represented by SDG 7, “Ensure 

access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all.”124 The 2030 targets for achieving SDG 7 

include: 

• Target 7.1: Ensuring universal access to affordable, reliable and modern energy services. 

• Target 7.2: Increasing substantially the share of renewable energy in the global energy mix. 

• Target 7.3: Doubling the global rate of improvement in energy efficiency. 

• Target 7.a: Enhancing international cooperation on clean energy research and technology and promoting 

investment in energy infrastructure. 

• Target 7.b: Expand sustainable energy services for all in developing countries.125 

Progress toward Target 7.1 on universal energy access is measured with two indicators: the proportion of the global 

population with access to electricity and the proportion with primary reliance on clean fuels.126 For the purposes of 

implementing SDG 7, clean household fuels and technologies are those that meet the World Health Organization’s 

guidelines for indoor air quality, including electricity, gas, ethanol, solar, and certain biomass stoves.127 Target 7.b is 

especially concerned with energy infrastructure in least developed countries, small island developing States, and 

land-locked developing countries.128 This includes 91 countries and about 1.1 billion people, each with different 

energy challenges, but all with limited electricity access.129 For example, only 44.8% of those living in least 

developed countries had electricity access in 2018.130 

SDG 11, concerning sustainable cities and human settlements, also touches on energy concerns, as it seeks to reduce 

cities’ environmental impacts (Target 11.6) and improve planning for climate mitigation (Target 11.b).131 Cities’ 

energy needs are high; they account for 60-80% of global energy use, causing about 70% of human-caused 

(anthropogenic) greenhouse gas emissions.132 Sustainable energy also ties into SDG 13, which is about action 

against climate change.133 Its indicators include the number of countries with development plans involving low 

greenhouse gas emissions and increasing contributions by high-income countries to the Green Climate Fund.134 

 
119 UN GA, International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (A/RES?2200 (XXI)), 1966. 

http://undocs.org/A/RES/2200(XXI)  
120 Ibid. 
121 Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, Paris Agreement, 2015. 

http://unfccc.int/files/essential_background/convention/application/pdf/english_paris_agreement.pdf  
122 Ibid. 
123 Ibid. 
124 UNDESA, Goal 7. https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal7 
125 Ibid.  
126 Ibid. 
127 UNDESA, Policy Brief #2: Achieving Universal Access to Clean and Modern Cooking Fuels and Technologies, 2018. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/17465PB_2_Draft.pdf  
128 UNDESA, Goal 7. https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal7 
129 UNDESA, Policy Brief 23: Achieving SDG 7 in LDCs, LLDCs, and SIDS, 2018. 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/17585PB23.pdf  
130 Ibid. 
131UNDESA, Goal 11. https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal11  
132 UNEP, Emissions Gap Report 2019, 2019. https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/30797/EGR2019.pdf   
133 UNDESA, Goal 13. https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal13  
134 Ibid. 
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Energy was highlighted as a key thematic issue in the 2012 United Nations Conference on Sustainable 

Development’s outcome document, “The future we want”.135 In it, the General Assembly recognized “the critical 

role that energy plays in the development process” given its contributions to poverty eradication, health, social 

inclusion, and production.136 “The future we want” raised the concern of energy affordability, noting that the poor 

are often unable to afford sustainable energy services even where they are available.137 It endorsed the 

implementation of national and subnational policies to meet development needs through country-appropriate energy 

mixes and work in areas like electrification of home cooking and heating.138 

Other international instruments on sustainable energy include regional energy compacts submitted to UN-Energy. 

These include plans made by the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) Green Cities 

program and Renewable Energy for Latin America & the Caribbean (RELAC).139 EBRD’s goals include increasing 

the number of cities submitting Green City Action Plans from 18 to 50 and achieving 2.203 billion USD in Green 

Cities program investments.140 RELAC, which includes Chile, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, and the Intra-

American Development Bank, plans to increase the region’s and member countries’ share of renewable energy and 

launch a website for publicly reporting progress toward a sustainable energy mix.141 

Title Author Year 

Ensuring access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern 

energy for all: Report of the Secretary-General (A/75/265) 

UN General Assembly 2020 

Ensuring access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern 

energy for all (A/RES/74/225) 

UN General Assembly 2019 

Ensuring access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern 

energy for all (A/RES/71/233) 

UN General Assembly 2017 

The future we want (A/RES/66/288) UN General Assembly 2012 

Role of the General Assembly and the International System 

The General Assembly first addressed sustainable energy with resolution 53/7 (1998), “World Solar 

Programme 1996-2005.”142 In this resolution, the Assembly commented that sustainable energy is a key 

element of attaining sustainable development and endorsed the World Solar Programme, part of the Agenda 

21 sustainable development program.143 The Assembly expanded its sustainable energy focus beyond solar 

power in 2017, when it began adopting resolutions under the agenda item “Ensuring access to affordable, 

reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all.”144 Resolution 71/233 (2019), the first under this title, 

emphasized the potential of renewable energy sources for achieving the SDGs and the importance of 

rapidly expanding affordable sustainable energy worldwide.145 The Assembly emphasized that universal 

access to sustainable energy “is an integral part of poverty eradication and achievement of the 2030 

Agenda,” including low-carbon energy sources, cleaner cooking and heating methods, and more even 

 
135 UN GA, The future we want (A/RES/66/288), 2012. https://undocs.org/A/RES/66/288  
136 Ibid. 
137 Ibid. 
138 Ibid. 
139 UN-Energy, Energy Compacts. https://www.un.org/en/energycompacts/page/previews 
140 UN-Energy, Energy Compact Preview: EBRD Green Cities, European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, 2021. 

https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/ebrd_green_cities_compact_preview_rev.pdf  
141 UN-Energy, Energy Compact Preview: Renewable Energy for Latin America and the Caribbean Initiative (RELAC), 2021. 

https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/relac_compact_preview_1.pdf  
142 UN GA, World Solar Programme 1996-2005 (A/RES/53/7), 1998. https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/53/7 
143 Ibid. 
144 UN GA Ensuring access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all (A/RES/71/233), 2017. 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/71/233 
145 Ibid. 
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distribution of renewable energy technologies.146 More recently, resolution 74/225 (2020) under the same 

title added recognition that energy is a requirement for basic social services, including health care and 

economic development.147  

UN-Energy is the main inter-agency mechanism on energy, aiming to “promote coherence in the UN 

system’s multi-disciplinary approach to achieve SDG 7 in support of the 2030 Agenda and the Paris 

Agreement.”148 It primarily accomplishes this by providing accurate and reliable information on sustainable 

energy issues to inform stakeholders’ policy work.149 The United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP) deals extensively with energy issues.150 Its 2017-2021 strategy note on sustainable energy, 

Delivering Sustainable Energy in ta Changing Climate, outlines its energy priorities and action areas.151 

The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has also published an energy strategy for 

refugee settings.152 The Global Platform for Action on Sustainable Energy in Displacement Settings 

(Global Platform for Action, or GPA) also focuses on humanitarian energy needs.153 The United Nations 

Industrial Development Organization and United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) also contribute 

to sustainable energy work in the UN system.154 UNEP focuses its energy work on improving research and 

providing policy advice to governments.155 UN-Women has also provided policy guidance that illustrates 

how the global energy divide is a gendered issue, with women experiencing more severe energy poverty 

than men and being kept from employment and education by the need to collect household fuel.156 

Examples of civil society groups working on sustainable energy, especially in least developed countries, 

include the Alliance for Rural Electrification (ARE) and Sustainable Energy for All.157 ARE is a 

decentralized energy industry association with members in 55 countries primarily active across Latin 

America and the Caribbean, Africa, and the Asia-Pacific.158 It pursues rural electrification by providing 

market intelligence and policy support to its members.159 Sustainable Energy for All partners with the 

private sector as well, but also with governments and philanthropic organizations, having originated as a 

UN initiative.160 It provides data and facilitates partnerships in programs including clean cooking, energy 

efficiency, and energy finance.161  

Key Issues 

Energy services for displaced people 

According to the GPA, energy is a human right, but most displaced people lack sufficient access to it.162 Displaced 

populations include internally displaced people, who have fled their homes due to violence or human rights 

 
146 Ibid. 
147 UN GA, Ensuring access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all (A/RES/74/225), 2019. 

https://undocs.org/en/A/RES/74/225 
148 UN-Energy, About UN-Energy, 2021. https://un-energy.org/newabout/ 
149 UN-Energy, Strengthen Advocacy and Communications, 2021. http://un-energy.org/newactivitiesmonitoring/ 

UN-Energy, Inform Policies, 2021. http://un-energy.org/newactivitiesinformpolicies/  
150 UNDP, Delivering Sustainable Energy in a Changing Climate: Strategy Note on Sustainable Energy, 2017. 

https://www.undp.org/publications/undps-energy-strategy#modal-publication-download 
151 Ibid. 
152 Global Platform for Action, About Us, 2021. https://www.humanitarianenergy.org/what-is-the-gpa/ 
153 Ibid. 
154 UNIDO, Sustainable Energy, 2021. https://www.unido.org/unido-sustainable-energy  

UNEP,  Goal 7: Affordable and clean energy. https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/sustainable-development-goals/why-do-sustainable-

development-goals-matter/goal-7  
155 UNEP, Why does energy matter?. https://www.unep.org/explore-topics/energy/why-does-energy-matter  
156 UN-Women, Sustainable Energy for All: The Gender Dimensions, 2013. https://www.unwomen.org/-

/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2013/5/guidancenotefinalweb%2011.pdf?la=en&vs=4012  
157 Alliance for Rural Electrification, ARE Vision & Mission. https://www.ruralelec.org/are-vision-mission 

Sustainable Energy for All, Who we are. https://www.seforall.org/who-we-are 
158 Alliance for Rural Electrification, ARE Vision & Mission. https://www.ruralelec.org/are-vision-mission 
159 Alliance for Rural Electrification, ARE Member Services. https://www.ruralelec.org/are-member-services  
160 Sustainable Energy for All, Who we are. https://www.seforall.org/who-we-are 
161 Ibid. 
162 Global Platform for Action, Why Energy is Important?, 2021. https://www.humanitarianenergy.org/what-is-the-gpa/why-energy-is-

important/ 
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violations without crossing an international border, and refugees, those who have fled to other countries.163 In 

displaced persons camps, only 10% of households have electricity.164 One major effect of this shortage is that many 

displaced households rely on locally gathered biomass, especially wood, which stresses local ecosystems and creates 

competition for fuel sources.165 Meanwhile, a lack of electrical lighting in camps compromises safety and limits 

opportunities for socializing and education.166 Women and girls especially are safer at night in well-lit camps, and 

electric lighting allows for chores and studying even after dark.167 Clean, reliable energy also ensures safer cooking 

and the ability to preserve medications.168 

A key part of the UN’s policy on energy in displacement settings is the 2019-2025 Global Strategy for Sustainable 

Energy adopted by UNHCR.169 Key points of the strategy include addressing refugees’ energy needs sooner, 

improving refugee household lighting, and electrifying community facilities in camps.170 In 2018, the GPA 

introduced The Global Plan of Action for Sustainable Energy Solutions in Situations of Displacement, which 

outlines major challenges to meeting displaced people’s energy needs and makes 15 top recommendations.171 The 

General Assembly has addressed this issue in resolution 71/256, “New Urban Agenda” (2016).172 This resolution 

encourages energy-efficient public infrastructure in cities and other settlements while recognizing the need to 

provide sustainable energy for all and the need to uphold displaced people’s human rights in urban settings.173 

The GPA reports that energy concerns are often inadequately addressed in humanitarian work.174 According to the 

Technical University of Denmark, this can be because of insufficient expertise, lack of funding, or governments’ 

unwillingness to provide sustainable infrastructure to settlements they see as temporary.175 In its Global Plan of 

Action, the GPA has proposed several steps for improving displaced people’s energy access.176 The plan calls for the 

international community to make sustainable energy access a priority in humanitarian work and to explicitly address 

displaced people’s energy needs in implementing SDG 7.177 The GPA has emphasized the need to determine where 

energy funding is needed and create financing mechanisms to fund energy in displacement settings.178 Opening local 

markets where displaced people live to private energy companies, such as through subsidies to refugees, may 

promote the spread of clean energy technologies given these sites’ latent demand for energy services.179 

Clean cooking 

While discussions on sustainable energy often focus on electric generation, transportation, and industrial- and 

national-scale energy uses, people around the world depend on an everyday use of energy: fuel for cooking.180 2.8 

billion people lack access to clean cooking technologies, instead using biomass, like wood and peat, or highly 

polluting fossil fuels, like coal and kerosene.181 These fuels all cause hazardous air pollution in homes, and many of 
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them require household members to spend hours gathering fuel each day.182 Cooking with unclean fuels is a risk 

factor for childhood pneumonia, heart disease, stroke, and lung cancer.183 These adverse effects especially impact 

women and children, who often bear most of the responsibility for gathering fuel and cooking and whose health is 

therefore disproportionately affected by type of household fuel.184 Globally, there has been very little progress on 

clean cooking, due largely to population growth exceeding the number of people gaining access to clean cooking.185 

Disparities in improvements exist between regions, with backwards progress in sub-Saharan Africa, and between 

urban and rural areas due to differences in infrastructure.186 From 2010 to 2018, rates of access to clean cooking 

increased by .8 percentage points annually, but achieving universal clean cooking by 2030 would have required 3-

point increases each year starting in 2010.187 

In resolution 74/225, “Ensuring access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all” (2019), the 

General Assembly called for the “promotion of an enabling environment at the national and international levels for 

the increased usage of sustainable, cleaner, and more efficient cooking and heating methods.”188 It attributed 4 

million premature deaths annually to biomass, coal, and kerosene use but acknowledged that in urban settings, some 

fossil fuels, like liquid petroleum gas, could contribute to reducing household pollution.189 

To begin addressing the international community’s slow progress toward universal clean cooking, the Secretary-

General has highlighted the need for more detailed information about household energy, which means that more 

comprehensive household surveys are needed.190 These should gather data on off-grid energy sources and record all 

fuel types used in homes, as well as impacts on women and children.191 UN-Energy has recommended creating a 

new multi-agency platform to assign participating agencies clear responsibilities on pursuing clean cooking, perhaps 

modeled on the past work of the Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves.192 Now known as the Clean Cooking 

Alliance, this organization invests in businesses providing clean cooking technology and creating consumer demand 

through education.193A UN-Energy dialogue in 2021 saw several Member States weigh in on this issue.194 The 

representative of Kenya emphasized the need for more investment in clean cooking, noting that improved 

cookstoves do not receive as much funding as electrification projects.195 The delegate of the Netherlands noted that 

only 15% of Member States have developed clean cooking policies.196 A representative of Energia, the International 

Network on Gender and Sustainable Energy, suggested more targeted household energy subsidies, such as cash 

payments directly to poor women, who often cannot afford to switch to cleaner fuels.197  

Sustainable energy for public services 

In resolution 74/225, “Ensuring access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all” (2019), the 

General Assembly emphasized that sustainable energy is not just a technical need, but a human one, “a requirement 

for basic social services, including health care, economic development and poverty eradication.”198 Sustainable 
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energy is necessary for various public services that contribute to achieving the 2030 Agenda, including healthcare 

facilities and schools.199 In some developing countries, one in four health facilities is not electrified, inhibiting 

proper medical care and acting as an obstacle to implementing SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being).200 Unreliable 

energy’s impact on patient care has been made especially clear during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, as energy 

is needed for powering facilities, providing clean water, and keeping communications running.201 The Secretary-

General has observed that during the pandemic, it is especially clear how information and communications 

technology depends on a reliable energy supply, especially in rural areas and least developed countries (LDCs).202 

There are also direct connections between energy and education, as schools need electricity for lighting and 

information technology.203 Despite this, a majority of schools in Africa and India are not electrified.204 

UN-Energy’s 2019-20 action plan, which emphasized connections between energy and health, made sustainable 

energy for healthcare facilities a focus area.205 It cited sustainable energy for healthcare as a prerequisite for 

achieving universal health coverage and cited transportation infrastructure as area for future work.206 It also 

recommended that UN-Energy focus on powering UN facilities with sustainable energy, including replacing fossil 

fuel infrastructure powering UN service sites like displacement camps.207 

In the 2020 report to the General Assembly on the agenda item Ensuring access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, 

and modern energy for all (A/75/265), the Secretary-General assessed progress on sustainable energy throughout 

different regions, as well as LDCs.208 LDCs may particularly benefit from decentralized renewable energy 

production to power rural health centers and other infrastructure.209 The report suggested that during pandemic 

recovery, decentralized energy projects could provide needed jobs and economic benefits.210 In the education sector, 

high initial costs often prevent the electrification of schools.211 This can be mitigated through public-private 

partnerships and integration with broader capacity-building efforts, such as household energy programs.212 

Conclusion 

There are many issues to weigh when considering global access to affordable and sustainable energy. The energy 

needs of displaced people are routinely overlooked.213 The international community has fallen behind on progress 

toward universal clean cooking.214 Sustainable energy for public services is key to fulfilling other elements of the 
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2030 Agenda.215 Delegates should consider these challenges in a way that upholds the key principle of the 2030 

Agenda: that no one will be left behind.216 

• How should the General Assembly begin addressing energy needs in displacement settings? 

• What action should Member States take to address stagnant progress on improving access to clean 

cooking? 

• How can the international community respond to growing energy needs in the health and social service 

sectors of low-income countries? 
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II. Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

“The Declaration, which took more than twenty years to negotiate, stands today as a beacon of progress, a 

framework for reconciliation and a benchmark of rights.” - Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, Special Rapporteur on the rights 

of indigenous peoples217 

Introduction 

The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) outlines specific rights that protect 

indigenous peoples, their cultures, and their heritage.218 Indigenous peoples have faced hardship and discrimination 

through various policies, such as being excluded and undermined in regards to projects effecting their lands.219 

Often, indigenous peoples and their cultures get overlooked and are denied control over their own development and 

culture due to lack of political representation.220 It is due to this historical and ongoing discrimination that 

indigenous peoples have required a framework to protect their human and cultural rights, culminating in the UN 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).221 Still to this day, many indigenous peoples face 

poverty, hunger, lack of clean drinking water, and poor living conditions in much higher percentages than other 

citizens.222 Inadequate data collection on indigenous peoples further exacerbates these problems.223 

Indigenous peoples from across the world share similar experiences in their relations to and with contemporary 

States and their place within them.224 Although only 5% of the global population identifies as indigenous, 15% of 

indigenous people live in extreme poverty.225 Central to many indigenous cultures is harmonious living with the 

environment.226 As the climate crisis continues to worsen, indigenous peoples stand at the forefront of 

environmental activism.227 Currently, indigenous people safeguard approximately 80% of the world’s 

biodiversity.228 

There are currently an estimated 370 million indigenous people spread across 70 countries, as recognized by the 

United Nations (UN).229 However, estimations of the number of indigenous people vary due to there not being a 

universally accepted definition of indigenous peoples.230  The UN does not accept an official definition of 

indigenous peoples.231 However, indigenous peoples are often described as “inheritors and practitioners of unique 

cultures and ways of relating to people and the environment,” for working purposes.232 The UN also has another 

working definition of indigeneity, which is centered on three primary elements: (1) a pre-colonial presence in a 

particular territory, (2) a continuous cultural, linguistic and/or social distinctiveness from the surrounding 

population, and (3) a self-identification as ‘indigenous’ and/or a recognition by other indigenous groups as 
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‘indigenous.233’ It is important to recognize the reasons for contestation around these definitions.234 First, not all 

people who identify as indigenous are recognized as such internationally or by specific Member States.235 Second, 

there is an assumption of indigenous peoples that focuses on those in settler colonial States such as Canada, the 

United States, Australia, and New Zealand; however, there are indigenous peoples across the world who are, at the 

same time, vastly diverse while also sharing similar lived experiences to other indigenous populations.236 

The GA is unique in that it allows for an equal voice from all Member States.237 All Member States have the ability 

to collaborate on this topic to improve the rights of indigenous peoples and, in turn, the rights of all peoples.238 As 

discrimination towards indigenous peoples often goes hand in hand with issues such as resource exploitation, this 

topic connects to other pressing issues such as the climate crisis.239 As the GA is a recommendation body, it can call 

upon a variety of other UN bodies, as well as international NGOs, to assist in this topic, in addition to fostering 

international discussion.240 Discussion conducted through the GA can foster international collaboration and 

cooperation, and resolutions created can suggest widely agreed upon solutions.241 Moreover, the GA can make 

recommendations to individual Member States on how they can improve their relations with indigenous groups.242 

International Framework 

Indigenous peoples have been involved with the UN since its foundation, and its predecessor, the League of Nations, 

since the mid-1920s.243 Increasingly, the UN has involved indigenous peoples in discussions and international 

dialogue.244 In 1981, a study, known as the Martinez Cobo Study, was conducted on the definition of indigenous 

peoples.245 However, when the UNDRIP was ratified in 2007, the UN demonstrated the commitment of the 

international community to the rights of indigenous peoples.246 UNDRIP defines rights for indigenous peoples that 

connect to their culture and relations with States, while it also pulls from other documents such as the 1948 

Universal Declaration on Human Rights (UDHR) by emphasizing rights originally outlined in UDHR in Article 

1.247 In addition, UNDRIP expands on some of the rights initially outlined in UDHR, such as the right to be free and 

equal in Article 2.248 

The UDHR specifies in its introduction that the rights are the entitlement of all people, therefore including 

indigenous peoples; however, indigenous people are not directly refenced withing UDHR.249 Indigenous peoples are 

disproportionately more likely to face discrimination and human rights violations.250 Under the UDHR, indigenous 

peoples are protected under international law against human rights violations.251 These rights are further emphasized 

and protected under UNDRIP.252 
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The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development has many points related to improving rights for all peoples, 

including indigenous peoples.253 Indigenous participation in implementing the goals is essential, as indigenous 

knowledge and cultures must be involved in implementation in order for the goals to be universally successful.254 

Indigenous peoples’ rights are intertwined with the SDGs as they are greatly impacted by them, especially in 

relations to the climate crisis.255 Nonetheless, we can still highlight some SDGs that are especially relevant to 

indigenous rights.256 Goal 1: No Poverty, specifically Target 1.4, aims by 2030 to “ensure that all men and women, 

in particular the poor and the vulnerable, have equal rights to economic resources, as well as access to basic 

services, ownership and control over land and other forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate 

new technology and financial services, including microfinance.”257 Many indigenous people live in poverty and have 

a higher chance of facing poverty.258 In addition, indigenous peoples must have access to resources necessary to 

sustain them and their cultural practices.259 Goal 6: Clean Water and sanitation, is very relevant as many indigenous 

peoples, even in highly developed Member States, still lack access to clean drinking water.260 Thirdly, Goal 16: 

Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions, specifically 16.7. calls for active participation in government and decision-

making.261 For indigenous peoples this must extend to the right to self-determination and localized government 

action.262 

Title Author Year 

A/RES/70/232 UN General Assembly 2016 

A/RES/71/481 UN General Assembly 2015 

A/RES/72/155 UN General Assembly 2017 

A/RES/73/156 UN General Assembly 2018 

Role of General Assembly and the International System 

The General Assembly has been involved in authoring and adopting resolutions on indigenous rights since the 

1980s, and in 1982, the Working Group on Indigenous Populations (WGIP) was established as a subsidiary organ to 

the Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights.263 WGIP would propose resolutions that 

would be looked at by the Sub-Commission on Human Rights, then by ECOSOC before finally reaching the GA.264 

The GA would review proposed resolutions and adopt their own versions.265 WGIP, in coordination with the GA, 

led to the creation of the Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (EMRIP) by the adoption of draft 

resolution A/HRC/6/L.42 by Human Rights Council in 2007.266 

Other UN committees, special agencies and funds also provide work and support in regard to indigenous rights.267 

Specifically, the Security Council could step in if conflicts surrounding indigenous issues became a severe threat to 

international peace and security, and the Human Rights Council (HRC) focuses on human rights and human rights 

 
253 UN, Sustainable Development Goals, 2015. https://sdgs.un.org/goals  
254 UN, Indigenous People and the 2030 Agenda, 2015. https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/focus-areas/post-2015-

agenda/the-sustainable-development-goals-sdgs-and-indigenous.html  
255 Ibid. 
256 Ibid. 
257 UN, Sustainable Development Goals “Goal 1”, 2015. https://sdgs.un.org 
258 UN, Data and Indicators, 2021. https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/mandated-areas1/data-and-indicators.html 
259 Ibid. 
260 Cecco,  Dozens of Canada’s First Nations lack drinking water: ‘Unacceptable in a country so rich’, 2021. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/30/canada-first-nations-justin-trudeau-drinking-

water#:~:text=Despite%20being%20one%20of%20the,government%20admits%20it%20has%20failed. 
261 UN, Sustainable Development Goals “Goal 6”, 2015. https://sdgs.un.org  
262 Ibid.  
263 UN, Indigenous Peoples – About us, 2021. https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/about-us.html 
264 Ibid. 
265 Ibid. 
266 Ibid.  
267 UN, Indigenous Peoples, 2021. https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/ 

https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/focus-areas/post-2015-agenda/the-sustainable-development-goals-sdgs-and-indigenous.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/focus-areas/post-2015-agenda/the-sustainable-development-goals-sdgs-and-indigenous.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/mandated-areas1/data-and-indicators.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/30/canada-first-nations-justin-trudeau-drinking-water#:~:text=Despite%20being%20one%20of%20the,government%20admits%20it%20has%20failed
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/30/canada-first-nations-justin-trudeau-drinking-water#:~:text=Despite%20being%20one%20of%20the,government%20admits%20it%20has%20failed
https://sdgs.un.org/
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/about-us.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/


 

25 

violations for all peoples.268 Additionally, the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) is 

an advisory body to ECOSOC established in 2000 that provides recommendations and analysis to ECOSOC in 

regard to economic and social issues affecting indigenous peoples.269 UNPFII is essential to the UN as it provides 

expert advise on indigenous issues, raises the concerns of indigenous peoples and promotes rights with the UN 

system.270 

Key Issues 

Data on Indigenous Peoples 

In order to improve the quality of life for populations, strong data is necessary.271 Not only does data help us 

understand the conditions of a certain population, but it helps to address what problems the population faces that 

could be addressed by a government, international body or non-governmental organization (NGO).272 When a 

community lacks proper data and research, it is harder to understand the needs of said population.273 A lack of 

adequate data on indigenous peoples and the problems they face prevents issues around indigenous peoples’ rights 

from being addressed.274 Often very little attention is paid to indigenous populations.275 This can be due to an 

attempt to increase indigenous autonomy within State borders, lack of funding to collect data in rural and remote 

areas, and/or general lack of funding and allocation towards indigenous peoples.276 Additionally, many indigenous 

peoples have some autonomy and function somewhat separately from the national government whose borders they 

reside in.277 This proves difficult for indigenous peoples to have relations in the international sphere, as they do not 

get their own seat as sovereign States, but their voices may not be properly interpreted or represented by the 

Member State within which they reside, and data provided by Member States may not be accurate.278 

A 2004 workshop was held on Data Collection and Disaggregation for Indigenous Peoples by the UN.279 It was 

attended by 36 experts from within the UN system.280 It focused on the methodological challenges to data collection 

and how the lack of data has resulted in discrepancies in acting upon indigenous issues and rights violations.281 

There has not been another one of these workshops in the past 17 years.282 Very little has been done in regards to 

this topic, which has only exacerbated the issue.283  

The main proposed solutions for this issue involve funding.284 Better funding allocation by Member States to data, 

research, education, and resources for rural and remote communities would allow for more information to be 

captured on indigenous populations, which, in turn, could lead to better support for those communities.285 NGOs 

often work to collect data within Member States, and this data can be used to increase funding through international 
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aid and government programs by providing clear evidence to issues effecting a specific population.286 An increase in 

collaboration with NGOs could be a solution to the lack of data on indigenous peoples and provide important 

information for how indigenous issues can be addressed while protecting rights and respecting cultures.287  

Indigenous Peoples and Environmental Protection 

The climate crisis is one of the biggest threats to humanity in the modern age.288 Industrialization and human activity 

have led to global temperatures increasing.289 Additionally, the environment is threatened in other ways, being 

harmed by resource extraction and pollution.290 Much of the resource exploitation occurring takes place on 

traditionally indigenous territories.291 Exploitation of the traditional lands of indigenous peoples is one of the main 

issues that impacts their rights.292 Additionally, most indigenous peoples have traditional practices that not only rely 

on the land and ecosystems, but also work to honor and protect it.293 General practices of resource extraction and 

exploitation have not only harmed the environment and worsened the climate crisis, but they have also harmed the 

traditions and cultures of many indigenous peoples.294 Furthermore, continued industrialization and advancement in 

technologies, especially in food production, have caused many indigenous peoples to resettle.295 Indigenous people 

are responsible for protecting 80% of the earth’s biodiversity and live on approximately 20% of the world’s land, 

much of which is threatened.296  

When analyzing the SDGs through an indigenous lens, successful implementation of these goals requires indigenous 

collaboration, especially in terms of land and environmental protection.297 Some Indigenous people have a cultural 

relationship with the land that requires that they honor and protect it.298 In order for them to be successful in 

implementation, the SDG goals must work together; therefore, environmental protection must be considered 

throughout the implementation of all goals in order for them to be properly sustainable, effective, and applicable to 

all peoples.299 However, Goal 13, Climate Action, and Goal 16, Life on Land, address the climate crisis more 

directly.300 The SDGs were created in collaboration with indigenous peoples and directly call for indigenous 

empowerment and engagement with indigenous people in implementing the agenda.301 With a focus on 

environmental sustainability, the SDGs are a strong example of action taken by the UN that not only requires 

indigenous participation, but would also lessen the effects of environmental exploitation on indigenous peoples.302 

Additionally, UNDRIP recognizes “that respect for indigenous knowledge, cultures and traditional practices 

contributes to sustainable and equitable development and proper management of the environment.”303  
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The UN calls for the inclusion of indigenous peoples in action to protect the environment and lessen the effects of 

the climate crisis.304 However, many indigenous peoples still lack the voice and autonomy to propose actions to help  

the environment at both international and national levels, as they often lack representation in national politics.305 The 

General Assembly can make recommendations and expand on previous resolutions that address that UN bodies, and 

Member States should require the inclusion of indigenous voices on issues impacting the environment, especially 

when it relates to traditionally indigenous lands.306 Additionally, the GA can recommend that indigenous peoples are 

given more prominent voices at the United Nations, including within the GA itself.307 The UNPFII has called for 

recommendations on this and works to provide deeper collaboration with all UN bodies.308 

Political Right to Self Determination  

Under international law, indigenous peoples have the right to self-determination.309 Self-determination is protected 

under the UN Charter.310 Additionally, it is a right to all peoples under the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights.311 However, there is debate on how far this self-determination should go and if full autonomy 

should be allotted to indigenous peoples living within the borders of Member States.312 Only a few countries 

recognize indigenous land rights, and many of them are States without a significant indigenous population, such as 

Western European States.313 Going beyond land rights, UNDRIP outlines that indigenous peoples have the right to 

self-determination, affirming “the fundamental importance of the right to self-determination of all peoples, by virtue 

of which they freely determine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural 

development” and acknowledging that this is also provided for by the Charter of the United Nations.314 Indigenous 

people who have faced colonization have also faced loss of autonomy and self-determination.315 Self-determination 

and political freedom are fundamental indigenous rights, as they allow for people to practice their own culture 

without being as greatly impacted by more dominant cultures, care for and protect their land, and partially govern 

themselves.316  

The Charter of the United Nations, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action all 

affirm the fundamental importance of the right to self-determination of all peoples.317 Various actions have been 

taken by Member States to provide more autonomy and self-determination to indigenous peoples, but this has also 

come at the expense of the populations.318  

Increasing representation for indigenous peoples in governments and in international forums, such as in UN bodies, 

is one way to tackle this issue.319 This includes seats for indigenous peoples in UN bodies where they can speak on 
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behalf of their peoples.320 This can be done through having more speakers and observers at meetings of the GA and 

other UN bodies such as ECOSOC and, when applicable, the Security Council.321 The Permanent Forum for 

Indigenous Peoples could also be expanded on so it has a wider presence and can work collaboratively on a larger 

variety of issues.322 Since the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNFPII) mostly focuses on issues that 

address indigenous peoples directly, rather than indirectly such as with the climate crisis.323 This would help to 

create autonomy through proper representation of those who can speak on behalf of indigenous groups.324 

Conclusion  

The United Nations has a long history of collaborating with indigenous peoples to better address issues surrounding 

indigenous rights.325 Various bodies within the UN work in collaboration with the UNFPII to combat violations 

against indigenous rights and tackle issues related to indigenous rights.326 However, indigenous peoples still lack 

representation at the UN and in national governments, preventing their broad array of voices from being heard. As 

we tackle the world’s most pressing issues, indigenous people must be included in the conversation in order to best 

protect their rights.  

• How can the international community ensure political self-determination for indigenous peoples? 

• What recommendations would your delegation make on how the GA can successfully uphold the rights of 

indigenous peoples? 

• What has your delegation done to increase data on indigenous populations? 

• Does your delegation actively include indigenous peoples in creating solutions to the climate crisis? How 

can the UN replicate these actions? 
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