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The Context 

Call for action 

Climate change is the defining crisis of our time. The urgency to act and 

the serious consequences of continued inaction, are highlighted in the 

1.5°C report of the Inter-Governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 

[IPCC, (2018)].  

To demonstrate leadership, and to ensure the United Nations makes its 

own contribution to address the climate challenge, the Secretary-

General has also urged the UN system to accelerate internal climate 

action in the workplace.  

As the largest entity within the UN system, representing approximately 

60% of the total reported greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, the 

Secretariat  has a critical contribution to make to the UNôs internal action 

and impact on climate change. An ambitious UN Secretariat Climate 

Action Plan aims to rise to this challenge.  

Rationale for the plan 

Mandates from the Governing Bodies: beyond the sustainable development 

agenda, which provides a broad framework for UN systemôs own sustainability, 

the most relevant mandates are on: 
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The Scope, Purpose and Analysis  

Scope and Purpose: A ñClimate Smartò 

Secretariat  

The Plan is designed to ensure the UN Secretariat is able 

to reach the UN system goals of alignment with the 2018 

IPCC report recommendations to ñreduce absolute 

greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 to limit increase in 
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Key findings, challenges and opportunities 

Analysis of Secretariat climate performance data 

▪ The achievement by the UN system of its environmental sustainability and 

climate neutrality goals is dependent on the Secretariat fulfilling its part.   

▪ The UN Secretariat invests significantly in performance data collection and its 

reporting is substantially complete for analysis purposes. Further 

improvements are needed for the determination of a robust baseline for 2019 

to be completed in 2020. 

▪ The operational footprint of the Secretariat varies annually, particularly with the 

establishment, transition and closing of field missions. Taking this into account, 

the Plan will measure per capita performance targets in addition to absolute 

targets. 

▪ Data from 2010 to 2017 from Headquarters, Regional Commissions and UNEP 

present a solid trend of emission reductions. 

▪ While progress has been made, historical data from field missions at this time 

is limited but positive results from multiple completed projects have 

demonstrated emission reduction benefits.  

▪ Field missions operating and managing their own facilities and infrastructure 

emitted over 90% of total Secretariat carbon emissions in 2017, partially due to 

their size, with the majority of emissions concentrated across a few of the 

larger missions. 

▪ The most carbon intensive activities are in-house electricity production from 

diesel generators, and air travel and transportation. Interventions that reduce 

emissions from these sources are also expected to reduce these specific 

operational costs. 

▪ The analysis of the levelized cost of electricity in field mission locations 

suggests that there may be opportunities to lower the cost of electricity via both 

energy efficiency and renewable energy investments at significant long-term 

economic benefits to the Organization after a period of material initial 

investment. 

 

Analysis of challenges and opportunities 

▪ The UN Secretariat is faced with a difficult, complex, but solvable set of 

challenges in its ambition to reduce its carbon footprint to IPCC recommended 

levels.  

▪ Current practice in the Secretariat on climate performance indicates many 

positive and well-established practices, best practice case studies, and 

important initiatives in the early rollout stage. There are also multiple areas for 

improvement. 

▪ The rest of the UN system is overall slightly more advanced in its transition to 

climate smart operations, providing many examples of good practice that the 

Secretariat can draw from. 



7 

 

Target scenarios for the UN Secretariat Climate Action Plan 

 

Economic and emissions model  

Four scenarios were modelled: 

▪ Business As Usual (BAU): The BAU Scenario is considered 

the no-action, no-risk alternative to the Plan. It assumes 

incremental progress from the 2019 baseline at a pace 

controlled by existing and planned efforts, resources and 

processes. It does not address the external political and larger 

UN system context or attempt to systematically deliver any 

global or national co-benefits.  

 

▪ Intensification: The Intensification Scenario is considered as a 

modest approach that does not attempt to proactively address 

the external political and larger UN system context or deliver 

any global or national co-benefits. It assumes an 

intensification, with some additional resources, of existing and 



8 

 

Implementation of the UN Secretariat Climate Action Plan 

Key elements of success  
 

1. Policy and environmental management leadership to drive the transformation 

towards climate smart operations and accelerate the mainstreaming of 

environmental sustainability management at all levels of the Organization.  

2. Targeted high impact climate actions as reflected in the Plan targets. These 

are in areas of operations that have a high impact on the carbon footprint or 

significant potential for reduction as identified in the analysis conducted for the 

Planôs development.  They include implementing solutions on energy 

efficiencies, renewable energy, commercial air travel and events management 

among others.  The compendium of solutions will continue to be developed 

further in a collaborative process with various partners to support the 

intensification and innovation approaches of the modelled transformation 

scenario. Achieving the specific targets will aggregate to the overall carbon 

reduction targets of 25% by 2025 and 45% by 2030.  

3. Entity-specific commitments in contribution to the achievement of the Planôs 

targets. Heads of entities will be required to contribute to attaining all targets as 

applicable to their respective areas of responsibilities in support of the Plan and 

the broader UN system strategy. The specific climate action commitments from 

senior management would enable every sector of the Secretariat to take part in 

the collective efforts.   

4. Investments in the form of additional resources to achieve the Plan targets 

and improved environmental management, unlocking long-term operational 

efficiencies. Meeting some of the goals and targets outlined above will require 

significant investments, while others will be less costly to achieve.  

▪ Intensifying existing efforts and scaling up known solutions will lean heavily 

on current budget and structures.  It will however require additional funding 

to accelerate the implementation of High Return On Investment solutions. 

 

▪ The innovative interventions on energy transition needed to take the 

Organization the most challenging last steps to the 45% reduction goal will 

require large and sustained investment.  

 

This investment will be largely dependent on external capital raised by third 

parties but facilitated by development and partnership building work funded 

from extrabudgetary contributions and undertaken as part of the Plan 

implementation. The UN Secretariat purchasing power and the high 

levelized cost of electricity in field missions create an incentive for private 

and public investments in new climate smart infrastructure that could in turn 

supply the UN Secretariat with renewable energy.  

Actioning the Plan and implementing the UN system sustainability strategy to 

2030 throughout the UN Secretariat would also necessitate dedicated capacity 

and specialized expertise, including for training and change management to 
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The Plan proposes to be a link between peace and security and climate action to 

support efforts for Sustaining Peace, leveraging actions with the coalition for 

Action for Peacekeeping in coordination with the UN Peacebuilding Fund, the 
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▪ Choosing project options with increased local content as possible and a bias 

towards permanent rather than temporary installations and infrastructure 

where operationally feasible. 

▪ Integrating local capacity building requirements into projects to the extent 

possible. 

 

Internal partnerships. Implementation of the Plan will require proactive measures 

to move beyond information sharing into substantive and true joint efforts, both 

within the Secretariat and with the rest of the UN system. 

External partnerships. Implementation of the Plan must entail analysing and 

reframing partnership opportunities at the earliest stage, moving beyond simple 

procurement but in compliance with the Secretariat legal framework. 

Consequently, all partnerships should follow General Assembly resolution 

73/254 

The implementation team 

In order to respond to the climate emergency and make rapid progress, a 

dedicated team will be required to focus on the implementation of the Plan. 

The team will need to be multi-functional with expertise in the following areas: 

Policy, Strategic Planning and Monitoring to align actions with policy priorities 

while developing an actionable work plan and continuously review progress to 

sustain a results-oriented approach that will maximize impact.   

Engineering and information technology, building on existing in-house expertise, 

to support the entities for the rapid implementation of the Plan, including 

expertise in off-grid and on-grid sustainable energy installations, civil and 

environmental engineering as well as capacity building experience to deliver 

projects with local partners for the benefit of the community. 

Military and police planning to ensure environmental considerations are 

mainstreamed in all force generation and uniformed planning efforts. 




