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November 21-23, 2024 

gaplen_atlanta@srmun.org 

 

Esteemed Delegates, 

 

Welcome to SRMUN Atlanta 2024 and the United Nations (UN) General Assembly Plenary. My name is Aspen 

Andersson, and I have the pleasure of serving as your Director for the General Assembly Plenary. This will be my 

third time serving on SRMUN staff, having previously served as the Assistant Director of the Commission on the 

Status of Women and the Security Council. I also previously attended five SRMUN conferences as a delegate. I 

recently graduated with my Bachelor’s Degree in Political Science with a Pre-law concentration and two minors in 

Spanish and English. I plan to pursue my Juris Doctor in education law and policy in the near future. Our 

committee’s Assistant Directors will be Peyton Gardner and Haley Bufka. This will be Peyton’s first time as a staff 

member, having attended three SRMUN conferences as a delegate. Peyton is currently working towards her 

Bachelor’s Degree in Anthropology. This will be Haley’s second time as a staff member, having attended five 

SRMUN conferences as a delegate. Haley graduated with her Bachelor’s Degree in International Affairs with an 

applied French language concentration and a minor in African and African Diaspora Studies minor. 

 

The United Nations General Assembly, or UNGA, is comprised of all 193 Member States of the UN, which 

provides a unique forum for multilateral discussion of the full spectrum of international issues. The UNGA occupies 

itself as the chief deliberative, policymaking, and representative organ of the United Nations. It also plays a 

significant role in the process of standard-setting and the codification of international law. The overarching mission 

of the UNGA is to recommend diplomatic and multilateral solutions to issues involving peace and security, human 

rights, development, international law and justice, and social, economic, and political unrest. 

 

Focusing on the mission of the General Assembly Plenary, we have developed the following topics for the delegates 

to discuss at conference:  

 

I. Preventing and Mitigating the Weaponization of Outer Space 

II. Preventing Environmental Degradation During Times of Conflict 

This background guide will serve as the foundation for your research, yet it should not be the extent of your 

research. Preparation is given to each topic to help guide delegates in their initial research, and to serve as a starting 

place for more in-depth studies. It is expected that delegates go beyond this background guide in preparation for 

their position paper and to better prepare themselves for contribution within the committee in November. Further, 

each delegation is required to submit a position paper for consideration. Position papers should be no longer than 

two pages in length (single spaced) and demonstrate your Member State’s position, policies, and recommendations 

on each of the two topics.  For more detailed information about formatting and how to write position papers, 

delegates can visit srmun.org. All position papers MUST be submitted no later than Friday, November 1st, by 

11:59pm EST via the SRMUN website to be eligible for Outstanding Position Paper Awards. 

 

Peyton, Haley, and I are excited for the opportunity to serve as your dais for the General Assembly Plenary. I wish 

you all the best of luck in your conference preparation and look forward to meeting and working with each of you in 

November. Should questions arise as you begin to prepare for this conference, contacting those on your dais is 

always encouraged. 

 

Aspen Andersson       Peyton Gardner & Haley Bufka  Emily Bowen  

Director        Assistant Directors                 Director-General 

gaplen_atlanta@srmun.org    gaplen_atlanta@srmun.org  dg_atlanta@srmun.org  
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History of the General Assembly Plenary 
 

At the end of World War II, representatives from around the world came together for a two-month conference 

during which they drafted and signed the Charter for the United Nations (UN).1 The UN was created to maintain 

international peace and security, develop diplomatic relations, foster social progress, and promote human rights.2 

The General Assembly (GA) is a central organ of the UN and is comprised of all 193 Member States.3 In the GA, 

Member States deliberate the vast array of issues pertinent to the body and make recommendations to set the 

standard for codification of international law.4 

 

Intrinsically, the mandate of the GA is outlined in Chapter IV (Articles 10-22) of the Charter of the United  

Nations.5  Article 10 stipulates the GA is tasked with discussing "any questions or any matters within the scope or  

relating to the powers and functions of any organs provided for in the [Charter]."6 Article 15 asserts the GA "shall 

receive and consider annual and special reports from the Security Council; these reports shall include an account of 

the measures that the Security Council has decided upon or taken to maintain international peace and security."7 In 

addition, the GA shall consider reports from other organs of the UN and make recommendations to the Security 

Council and all Member States.8 The GA also serves to elect the UN Secretary-General based on recommendations 

from the Security Council.9 

 

The GA has six main committees which roughly summarize the topics of discussion mandated by the UN Charter: 

the Disarmament and International Security Committee (First Committee), the Economic and Financial Committee 

(Second Committee), the Social, Humanitarian and Cultural Committee (Third Committee), the Special Political and 

Decolonization Committee (Fourth Committee), the Administrative and Budgetary Committee (Fifth Committee), 

and the Legal Committee (Sixth Committee).10 The GA and the six main committees can mandate a subsidiary body 

to consider a particular issue and to submit reports to the GA.11The GA has the power to set the budget, establish 

financial assessments of Member States, and elect members of councils and organs, including the non-permanent 

members of the Security Council (SC) and the Secretary-General of the UN.12 The President and 21 Vice-Presidents 

of the GA oversee the direction of the GA Plenary, which drives the six main committees.13 The GA and its main 

committees can establish subsidiary bodies of varying scope and duration for specific problems to report back to the 

GA.14 During sessions of the GA Plenary, agenda items are considered through debate and any number of 

resolutions may be adopted by the body.15 The six main committees run independent sessions and report back to the 

GA Plenary.16  

 

The GA has universal membership, with each of the 193 Member States attaining one equal vote.17 Non-Member 

States, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) can participate in GA 

 
1 “History of the United Nations,” United Nations, 2024, https://www.un.org/en/about-us/history-of-the-un, (accessed February 8, 

2024). 
2 “History of the United Nations,” United Nations. 
3 “Functions and Powers of the General Assembly,” United Nations, https://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtml, (accessed 

February 8, 2024). 
4 “Functions and Powers of the General Assembly,” United Nations.  
5 United Nations, Charter of the United Nations, October 24, 1945, 1 UNTS XIV, available at 

https://www.unitar.org/sites/default/files/media/publication/doc/un_pga_new_handbook_0.pdf, Chapter IV.  
6 Charter of the United Nations, Chapter IV.  
7 Charter of the United Nations, Chapter IV.  
8 Charter of the United Nations, Chapter IV.  
9 “The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the 

United Nations, 2017, https://www.unitar.org/sites/default/files/media/publication/doc/un_pga_new_handbook_0.pdf, 

pg.13.    
10 “The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” pg. 12. 
11 “The GA Handbook: A practical guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” pg.19. 
12 “Functions and Powers of the General Assembly,” United Nations.  
13 “The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” pg. 13. 
14 “The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” pg. 19. 
15 “The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” pg. 36.  
16 “The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” pg. 18. 
17 United Nations, “General Assembly of the United Nations,” United Nations, 2023, https://www.un.org/en/ga/, (accessed 

February 10, 2023). 

https://www.un.org/en/about-us/history-of-the-un
https://www.un.org/en/ga/about/background.shtml
https://www.unitar.org/sites/default/files/media/publication/doc/un_pga_new_handbook_0.pdf
https://www.unitar.org/sites/default/files/media/publication/doc/un_pga_new_handbook_0.pdf
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sessions with the status of Observer; however, these groups do not have voting rights.18 Most resolutions in the GA 

Plenary are decided by a simple majority.19 However, a two-thirds majority is required in the Plenary on essential 

issues, such as maintenance of international peace and security, the admission of new members, the suspension and 

expulsion of members, and all budgetary questions.20   

 

All assessments on the regular UN budget are considered and approved by the GA.21 The Committee on 

Contributions advises the GA on how much each Member State pays to the UN.22 Draft resolutions with budget 

implications must be examined by the GA Fifth Committee before they can be adopted in the GA.23 The GA budget 

covers UN activities across a range of areas, including political affairs, international justice and law, regional 

cooperation for development, human rights and humanitarian affairs, and public information.24 During the 72nd 

session, the GA endorsed the proposal to move from a biennial planning and budgeting period to an annual program 

budget on a trial basis.25 In December 2023, the GA Fifth Committee approved a USD 3.59 billion budget for the 

2024 fiscal year, a USD 300 million increase from the 2022-2023 budget.26  

 

The GA meets in regular, annual sessions and in special sessions, which consist of formal and informal meetings.27 

All GA sessions are numbered consecutively, and debate begins on the third Tuesday of September.28 Since the 

GA’s 44th session (1989-1990), the GA has been formally regarded as being active through the whole year, even if 

they are not officially in session.29 Additionally, the GA may also hold special sessions, which can be convened 

either at the request of the Security Council or a majority of Member States.30 There have been 32 GA Special 

Sessions as of February 2024.31 The last two special sessions addressed the coronavirus pandemic (31st session) and 

the challenges and measures to prevent and combat corruption and strengthen international cooperation (32nd 

session).32 The GA can also hold emergency special sessions, in which the GA can make decisions on issues that are 

under the exclusive mandate of the SC if the SC fails to decide on an issue due to a lack of consensus among its 

permanent members.33 There have been 11 emergency special sessions as of February 2024.34 The 11th special 

session was called due to the lack of unanimity among the Security Council when deciding a course of action 

regarding the Russian Federation’s invasion of Ukraine.35 The GA adopted A/RES/ES-11/1 on March 2, 2022, in 

which the GA condemned the actions of the Russian Federation and urged Member States to help with the 

 
18 “The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the 

United Nations, 2017, https://www.unitar.org/sites/default/files/media/publication/doc/un_pga_new_handbook_0.pdf, 

pg.30.  
19 “The GA Handbook: A practical guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” pg.68.  
20 “The GA Handbook: A practical guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” pg.54. 
21  United Nations, “General Assembly of the United Nations,” United Nations, 2023, https://www.un.org/en/ga/, (accessed 

February 8, 2024). 
22 United Nations, “Committee on Contributions,” United Nations, 2023, https://www.un.org/en/ga/contributions/, (accessed 

February 8, 2024). 
23 “The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” pg.77. 
24 United Nations, “Fifth Committee Recommends $5.4 Billion Budget for 2018-2019 Biennium as It Concludes Main Part of 

Seventy-Second Session,” United Nations, December 23, 

2017,  https://press.un.org/en/2017/gaab4270.doc.htm#:~:text=By%20part%20A%2C%20on%20the,)%3B%20%2498.

10%20million%20for%20International/, (accessed February 21, 2024). 
25 United Nations, “Fifth Committee Recommends $5.4 Billion Budget for 2018-2019 Biennium as It Concludes Main Part of 

Seventy-Second Session.” 
26 United Nations, “General Assembly Approves $3.59 Billion UN Budget for 2024,” United Nations, 2023, 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2023/12/1145072, (accessed February 8, 2024). 
27 “The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” pg.14-15. 
28 “The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” pg.14. 
29  “The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” pg.14. 
30 “The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” pg.14. 
31 General Assembly of the United Nations, “Special Sessions,” United Nations, 

2023,  https://www.un.org/en/ga/sessions/special.shtml, (accessed February 9, 2024). 
32 General Assembly of the United Nations, “Special Sessions.” 
33 “The GA Handbook: A Practical Guide to the United Nations General Assembly,” pg.15. 
34 General Assembly of the United Nations, “Emergency Special Sessions,” United Nations, 

2023,  https://www.un.org/en/ga/sessions/emergency.shtml, (accessed February 9, 2024). 
35 United Nations, “Security Council Calls Emergency Special Session of General Assembly on Ukraine Crisis, Adopting 

Resolution 2623 (2022) by 11 Votes in Favour, 1 Against, 3 Abstentions,” United Nations, February 27, 2022, 

https://press.un.org/en/2022/sc14809.doc.htm, (accessed March 6, 2023). 

https://www.unitar.org/sites/default/files/media/publication/doc/un_pga_new_handbook_0.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/ga/
https://www.un.org/en/ga/contributions/
https://unicwash.org/budget_2018-19/
https://unicwash.org/budget_2018-19/
https://news.un.org/en/story/2023/12/1145072
https://www.un.org/en/ga/sessions/special.shtml
https://www.un.org/en/ga/sessions/emergency.shtml
https://press.un.org/en/2022/sc14809.doc.htm
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humanitarian crisis that resulted from this invasion.36 Additionally, as of February 2024, the 10th special session was 

reconvened for the first time since 2018 to address the call for an immediate ceasefire in Gaza.37  

 

The 78th Session of the GA commenced in September 2023.38 The GA has emphasized “peace, prosperity, progress, 

and sustainability” as top priorities for the session.39 In December 2023, the GA adopted 99 resolutions and three 

decisions, tackling the international rise of Nazism, promoting safety for journalists, eradicating global poverty, and 

affirming rights to self-determination for both Ukrainian and Palestinian people.40 The 78th session has also heard 

several resolutions relating to nuclear proliferation and pushing towards total nuclear disarmament.41 Additional, 

while the United Nations has not yet taken action in Gaza, the GA has taken particular interest, passing several 

resolutions impacting aspects of the conflict.42 The most current action as of April 2024 is A/RES/78/251, 

condemning the continued deaths of the United Nations Work and Relief Agency for Palestinian Refugees in the 

Near East.43 The resolution was presented as a larger report from the Fifth Committee in December 2023.44 

 

 

  

 
36 United Nations General Assembly resolution ES-11/1, Aggression against Ukraine, A/RES/ES-11/1, (March 2, 2022), 

https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N22/293/36/PDF/N2229336.pdf?OpenElement.  
37 United Nations, “Tenth Emergency Special Session,” https://www.un.org/en/ga/sessions/emergency10th.shtml (accessed 

February 8, 2024). 
38 United Nations, “High-level Meetings of the 78th Session,” 2023, https://www.un.org/en/ga/78/meetings/, (accessed April 3, 

2024). 
39 United Nations Regional Center for Information, “President of the General Assembly Dennis Francis Speech at SDG Summit 

Opening.” https://unric.org/it/president-of-the-general-assembly-dennis-francis-speech-at-sdg-summit-opening/ 

(accessed February 9, 2024). 
40 United Nations, “General Assembly Takes Up Second, Third Committee Reports, Adopting 99 Resolutions, Three Decisions on 

Broad Range of Items,” United Nations, December 19, 2023, https://press.un.org/en/2023/ga12575.doc.htm,  (accessed 

February 9, 2024). 
41 United Nations, “In Late-Day Meeting, First Committee Approves 21 Draft Resolutions on Nuclear Weapons, Requiring 78 

Separate Recorded Votes,” United Nations, October 27, 2023, https://press.un.org/en/2023/gadis3728.doc.htm, 

(accessed February 9, 2024). 
42 United Nations, “General Assembly Takes Up Second, Third Committee Reports, Adopting 99 Resolutions, Three Decisions on 

Broad Range of Items.” 
43 United Nations General Assembly resolution, Proposed Programme Budget for 2024, A/RES/78/662, (December 23, 2023), 

https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n23/428/77/pdf/n2342877.pdf?token=o1mAK6WcOpe1MZt1IS&fe=true. 
44 United Nations General Assembly resolution, Proposed Programme Budget for 2024, A/RES/78/662, (December 23, 2023), 

https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n23/428/77/pdf/n2342877.pdf?token=o1mAK6WcOpe1MZt1IS&fe=true. 

https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/N22/293/36/PDF/N2229336.pdf?OpenElement
https://www.un.org/en/ga/sessions/emergency10th.shtml
https://www.un.org/en/ga/78/meetings
https://unric.org/it/president-of-the-general-assembly-dennis-francis-speech-at-sdg-summit-opening/
https://press.un.org/en/2023/ga12575.doc.htm
https://press.un.org/en/2023/gadis3728.doc.htm
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n23/428/77/pdf/n2342877.pdf?token=o1mAK6WcOpe1MZt1IS&fe=true
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n23/428/77/pdf/n2342877.pdf?token=o1mAK6WcOpe1MZt1IS&fe=true
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I. Preventing and Mitigating the Weaponization of Outer Space 
 

Introduction  

 

James Smith McDonnell, the founder of McDonnell Aircraft Corporation, a producer of rockets and spacecraft, once 

said “The creative conquest of space will serve as a wonderful substitute for war,” that is until space itself becomes a 

war zone.45 Humans have been exploring space since October 4, 1957, when the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 

(USSR) launched Sputnik, the first artificial satellite, into Earth’s orbit.46 Fearing the USSR’s growing power, the 

United States of America (US) raced to launch its own satellite, the Explorer, into Earth’s orbit on January 31, 

1958.47 From 1961-2021, there have been a total of 580 space missions, with 339 successful missions reaching an 

Earth orbit.48 As the initial novelty of space exploration wore off, the international community established outer 

space as an “international common” in the 1976 Outer Space Treaty, but it quickly became “a contested, congested, 

and competitive domain.”49 Accordingly, world leaders placed pressure on the international community to define 

where outer space begins and to codify norms, rules, and principles governing this new domain.50 The United 

Nations (UN) General Assembly (GA) has debated and passed a number of treaties and resolutions in relation to 

outer space since the late 1950s and early 1960s.51 However, in recent years, the GA First Committee (Disarmament 

and International Security) has raised concern over Member States once again vying for space supremacy.52 As 

science continues to advance rapidly, Member States increasingly rely on space-based technology for commercial, 

civil, and defense purposes.53 As such, the weaponization of space has emerged as an urgent topic of concern among 

the international community.54 

 

History 

 

Following World War II (WWII), the US and USSR fought to prove their global superiority across various cultural, 

military, and political fronts, including advancements in technology.55 Despite being allies during WWII, the 

superpowers’ relationship soured as the US demonstrated its newly-acquired power to instantly level cities with the 

use of the atomic bomb to force Japan’s surrender.56 The following roughly 50-year period became known as the 

Cold War, because, while there was no direct military engagement between the two superpowers, “the period was 

characterized by an aggressive and costly arms race; bloody proxy wars;” and a high-tension competition “for world 

dominance between the US-led capitalist governments and Soviet-led communist bloc.”57 Immediately after the end 

of WWII, both the US and USSR began building rockets to use as long-range weapons, creating a defensive arms 

race that quickly gave way to a space race as the two superpowers sought to build rockets for space exploration.58 

 
45 David C. DeFrieze, “Defining and Regulating the Weaponization of Space.” NDU Press, 2014. 

https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-74/jfq-74_110-115_DeFrieze.pdf. 
46 National Geographic, “The History of Space Exploration.” National Geographic. Accessed March 11, 2024. 

https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/history-space-exploration/. 
47 National Geographic, “The History of Space Exploration.” 
48 Jannik Lindner, “Must-Know Space Statistics.” GITNUX, December 16, 2023. https://gitnux.org/space-statistics/. 
49 David C. DeFrieze, “Defining and Regulating the Weaponization of Space.” 
50 Paul  Stephen Dempsey, “The Definition and Delimitation of Outer Space.” United Nations Office for Outer Space Affairs, 

March 30, 2017. https://www.unoosa.org/documents/pdf/copuos/lsc/2017/tech-05.pdf. 
51 United Nations, “Outer Space.” United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs. Accessed March 12, 2024. 

https://disarmament.unoda.org/topics/outerspace/. 
52 United Nations, “‘We Have Not Passed the Point of No Return’, Disarmament Committee Told, Weighing Chance Outer 

Space Could Become Next Battlefield.” United Nations, October 26, 2022. 

https://press.un.org/en/2022/gadis3698.doc.htm. 
53 David C. DeFrieze, “Defining and Regulating the Weaponization of Space.” 
54 David C. DeFrieze, “Defining and Regulating the Weaponization of Space.” 
55 National Air and Space Museum, “The Space Race.” National Air and Space Museum. Accessed May 8, 2024. 

https://airandspace.si.edu/explore/stories/space-race. 
56 Amy McKeever, “How the Space Race Launched an Era of Exploration beyond Earth.” National Geographic, April 12, 2022. 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/article/space-race-early-human-spaceflight-history-missions. 
57 Erin Blakemore, “What Was the Cold War-and Are We Headed to Another One?” National Geographic, March 23, 2022. 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/article/cold-war. 
58 National Air and Space Museum, “The Space Race.” 

https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Portals/68/Documents/jfq/jfq-74/jfq-74_110-115_DeFrieze.pdf
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/history-space-exploration/
https://gitnux.org/space-statistics/
https://www.unoosa.org/documents/pdf/copuos/lsc/2017/tech-05.pdf
https://disarmament.unoda.org/topics/outerspace/
https://press.un.org/en/2022/gadis3698.doc.htm
https://airandspace.si.edu/explore/stories/space-race
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/article/space-race-early-human-spaceflight-history-missions
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/article/cold-war
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Thus, space quickly became a crucial arena and “final frontier” for the US and USSR to demonstrate their 

technological advancements and superiority as the world’s “sole superpower.”59 

 

Sputnik, the world’s first artificial satellite launched by the USSR in 1957, demonstrated the sheer power of the 

USSR’s missiles and the increasingly deadly potential for the USSR to send a nuclear weapon to space or flying 

towards another Member State.60 In response, the US launched its own satellite on January 31, 1958, and President 

Eisenhower established the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) in July 1958.61 Working 

tangentially with NASA, Eisenhower also created two space programs with the US Air Force and Central 

Intelligence Agency (CIA) to conduct satellite military reconnaissance, recovering photos of the numbers and 

locations of the USSR’s nuclear missiles and bombers.62 Despite this progress, the US remained “behind” in the 

space race as the USSR sent the first human into orbit in 1961.63 However, the US quickly gained ground, achieving 

ten crewed flights to space in the next five years and the first space docking.64 Ultimately, the US “won” the space 

race on July 16, 1969 when Apollo 11 successfully landed on the moon, and Neil Armstrong became the first person 

to set foot on the moon's surface.65 Beyond the US and USSR, the rapid development of military technology spurred 

space exploration amongst other Member States, including Canada, the People’s Republic of China (PRC), the 

United Kingdom (UK), and France.66 

 

Canada became the third Member State to successfully design and build its own satellite, Alouette I, which was 

launched into orbit by NASA in 1962.67 Two years after the launch of Sputnik, the PRC sent its first artificial 

satellite, Project 581, into space, with this project “economically and materially” supported by the USSR.68 

However, the USSR pulled its funding after political unrest between the two Member States.69 Despite this, the PRC 

became the third Member State to send humans into space in 2003.70 The UK also attempted to keep up with the US 

and USSR during the Cold War by developing its first military rocket, Blue Streak – and its test rocket Black Knight 

– to launch nuclear weapons.71 While the project was ultimately cancelled in 1960 due to cost, the British 

government began using its rockets for civilian purposes, such as launching satellites into orbit.72 In 1971, the 

satellite Prospero was launched into space by the UK using solely British technology.73 Similarly, despite many of 

France’s ambitious space exploration programs being grounded due to a lack of funding, France established the 

Centre National d’Etudes Spatiales (CNES) and began launching beta satellites in 1965.74 France quickly realized 

 
59 Maddie Davis, “The Space Race.” Miller Center. Accessed May 8, 2024. https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/educational-

resources/space-

race#:~:text=Sputnik%20was%20the%20first%20artificial,sparking%20fear%20across%20the%20globe. 
60 Maddie Davis, “The Space Race.” 
61 History.com, “The Space Race: Timeline, Cold War & Facts.” History.com. Accessed May 11, 2024. 

https://www.history.com/topics/cold-war/space-race. 
62 National Air and Space Museum, “Military Reconnaissance.” National Air and Space Museum. Accessed May 9, 2024. 

https://airandspace.si.edu/explore/stories/military-reconnaissance. 
63 Amy McKeever, “How the Space Race Launched an Era of Exploration beyond Earth.” National Geographic, April 12, 2022. 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/article/space-race-early-human-spaceflight-history-missions. 
64 Amy McKeever, “How the Space Race Launched an Era of Exploration beyond Earth.” 
65 Amy McKeever, “How the Space Race Launched an Era of Exploration beyond Earth.” 
66 BBC, “BBC and Science Museum Present: Britain in Space.” BBC. Accessed Jun 15, 2024. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/teach/articles/zkrk382#:~:text=Britain%20joined%20a%20select%20group,earlier%20test%20r

ocket%2C%20Black%20Knight. 
67 Government of Canda. “Canadian Space Milestones.” Accessed June 15, 2024. https://www.asc-

csa.gc.ca/eng/about/milestones.asp. 
68 Sebastián Bruzzone. “China’s Long March in Space.” Universidad de Navarra. Accessed June 15, 2024. 

https://www.unav.edu/web/global-affairs/detalle/-/blogs/china-s-long-march-in-

space#:~:text=After%20the%20launch%20of%20Sputnik,supported%20by%20the%20Soviet%20Union. 
69 Sebastián Bruzzone. “China’s Long March in Space.” 
70 Sebastián Bruzzone. “China’s Long March in Space.” 
71 BBC, “BBC and Science Museum Present: Britain in Space.” 
72 BBC, “BBC and Science Museum Present: Britain in Space.” 
73 BBC, “BBC and Science Museum Present: Britain in Space.” 
74 Samantha David, “Stellar Journey: France’s Place in the Space Race.” The Connecxion. November 21, 2018. 

https://www.connexionfrance.com/magazine/stellar-journey-frances-place-in-the-space-race/475924. 

https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/educational-resources/space-race#:~:text=Sputnik%20was%20the%20first%20artificial,sparking%20fear%20across%20the%20globe
https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/educational-resources/space-race#:~:text=Sputnik%20was%20the%20first%20artificial,sparking%20fear%20across%20the%20globe
https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/educational-resources/space-race#:~:text=Sputnik%20was%20the%20first%20artificial,sparking%20fear%20across%20the%20globe
https://www.history.com/topics/cold-war/space-race
https://airandspace.si.edu/explore/stories/military-reconnaissance
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/article/space-race-early-human-spaceflight-history-missions
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the expensive cost of space exploration made international collaboration a necessity and, thus played an instrumental 

role in setting up the European Space Agency (ESA) in 1973.75  

 

A little over a decade later, the idea of collaboration to decrease the cost of space exploration developed into the 

International Space Station (ISS), a program bringing together international flight crews, launch vehicles, 

engineering, communications networks, and more.76 Elements of the ISS were designed and constructed between 

1984 and 1993 by a number of Member States, including the US, Canada, Japan, the Russian Federation, and 

members of the ESA.77 The ISS remains an example of international collaboration as five partner agencies – the 

Canadian Space Agency, the European Space Agency, the Japan Aerospace Exploration Agency, NASA, and the 

State Space Corporation “Roscosmos” – work together to operate it.78 The ISS is expected to “continue to be a 

working laboratory and outpost in orbit until at least 2030.”79 

 

Beyond military capabilities, the new arena of space and space technology revolutionized many scientific fields. In 

the 1950s, the same satellite technology used for military reconnaissance also revolutionized weather forecasting as 

the US launched the first meteorological satellite in 1960, capturing pictures of the Earth’s cloud patterns.80 

Furthermore, Telstar 1, the first communications satellite – owned by the American Telephone and Telegraph 

Company (AT&T) and launched by NASA – entered Earth’s orbit in 1962.81 While it was deactivated in 1963, the 

success of Telstar 1 led to the launch of Early Bird, a global communications satellite backed by the US 

government.82 In 1964, 18 Member States convened to create the International Telecommunications Satellite 

Organization, originally abbreviated as INTELSAT but later changed to ITSO, “to [internationally] own and manage 

a constellation of communications satellites providing international broadcast services.”83 Although founded as a 

public-private consortium, INTELSAT was privatized in 2001 with public services under the oversight of the 

ITSO.84 In 1966, the US launched its first satellite with the Global Positioning System (GPS) to monitor submarines 

carrying nuclear missiles.85 Although originally reserved for miliary use only, President Reagan authorized the use 

of GPS by civilian commercial airlines in 1983 to improve air travel safety and navigation.86 In 2000, President 

Clinton made the system public for all civil and commercial uses.87 
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Current Situation  

 

In 2023, global government expenditure for space programs hit a record high of approximately USD 117 billion, 

with the US having the highest space expenditure in the world at USD 73.2 billion.88 The People’s Republic of 

China (PRC) followed the US, spending over USD 14 billion on space programs in 2023.89 As Member States 

continue to increase spending on space exploration and satellites, the international community increasingly relies on 

the use of space for peaceful purposes, such as communications (television, cell phones, radio, and more), 

transportation (GPS and air traffic control), environmental management, observations, weather analysis and 

predictions, climate change, surveillance of natural disasters, and “minimally invasive verification of international 

treaties.”90 In 2018, communications activities alone comprised 26 percent of the total space economy, and this 

number is expected to grow to over 50 percent by 2040.91 In 2021, the global revenue from the space economy came 

from a wide array of activities, such as space research, exploration, and utilization and was valued at around USD 

469.3 billion.92 In the same year, USD 224.4 billion came from commercial space products – such as 

communications and remote sense satellites – and services alone.93 In addition to Member States, there is an 

increasing engagement of private actors – such as Jeff Bezos’ Blue Origin and Elon Musk’s SpaceX – in space 

exploration and commercial space, posing both unique challenges and opportunities for collaboration.94 While 

private companies offer new avenues for scientific discovery and technological development, their presence in space 

creates issues, such as gaps in space law, and exacerbates others, such as the proliferation of space debris.95 With 

satellite launch costs declining, the commercialization of space is rapidly increasing, and without “general space 

norms” or “governing regimes,” there is no guarantee all parties will use space for peaceful purposes.96 

 

There are thousands of satellites orbiting Earth, and a conflict in space affecting these satellites would have wide-

ranging implications for civilians and militaries alike.97 Most space weapons systems can be placed into one of three 

categories: space-to-space, space-to-earth, and earth-to-space.98 A space-to-earth weapon is any weapon in orbit able 

to attack or disrupt a terrestrial target.99 Space-to-space weapons are “satellites or other assets that are placed into 

orbit and attack or disrupt other satellites.”100 However, technical challenges make space-to-earth and space-to-space 

weapons “unlikely to be pursued in the short term.”101 Earth-to-space weapons – such as direct-ascent anti-satellite 

weapons and directed energy lasers and jammers, all which have been tested by the US, PRC, the Russian 

Federation, and India – currently pose the greatest threat.102 Of particular concern are the development of nuclear-
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armed anti-satellite weapons (ASAT).103 ASATs are weapons “designed to destroy or limit satellites for military 

purposes.”104 Kinetic energy ASATs physically collide with other satellites at high velocities or deploy other 

methods, such as drones, ballistic missiles, and explosives, to destroy satellites.105 On the other hand, non-kinetic 

energy ASATs use non-physical mechanisms to interfere with satellite functions, such as “blinding satellites with 

lasers, launching cyberattacks, or jamming frequencies.”106 While ASATs have existed since the Cold War, nuclear 

weapons are strictly prohibited in space under the Outer Space Treaty of 1967.107 In addition, the detonation of such 

a weapon in space would take out satellites indiscriminately, likely destroying many of the attacker’s own satellites 

and making it unlikely for any Member State to launch such a weapon.108 

 

The potential for cyberattacks on satellites continues to be a pressing threat, as “hackers can upload malware to 

satellite terminals that gives them control of the devices, shuts them down, cuts off communication with the 

ground,” or force a satellites to overheat and explode.109 Unlike nuclear weapons in space, there are no treaties 

preventing cyberattacks on satellites.110 Such an attack on satellites would impact military and civilian activity alike, 

as satellites are crucial for daily conveniences like the Global Positioning System (GPS) and the Internet, but also in 

defense systems and environmental monitoring.111 Furthermore, space systems often have a “dual use” for Member 

States, performing both civilian and military functions.112 Infrastructure critical to civilian needs, such as healthcare, 

transportation, communications, energy, and trade, are increasingly dependent on satellites and other space 

systems.113 The destruction or disabling of these systems could have wide-reaching impacts for civilians across the 

globe.114 This threat persists as the European Union Agency for Cybersecurity and the CyberPeace Institute found 

the number of cyberattacks has increased by 300 percent in the past five years, emphasizing the need for increased 

international cybersecurity measures in space “to protect sensitive data and prevent unauthorized access to critical 

satellite systems.”115 

 

On August 23, 2023, India became only the fourth Member State to successfully land a spacecraft on the moon and 

the first Member State to land near the little-explored south pole region, where “permanently shadowed craters may 

hold frozen water that could help future astronaut missions.”116 In February 2024, India unveiled its shortlist of 

astronauts for its first human spaceflight mission to take place in 2025.117 Currently, only the US, the Russian 

Federation, and the PRC have the capability of carrying out manned spaceflights.118 As India marks the fourth 

nuclear-armed Member State to land on the moon and prepares to carry out its first human spaceflight – and other 
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Member States, such as Japan, South Korea and members of the ESA, race to follow pursuit – the international 

community has once again become enveloped in conversations around the preservation of peaceful space 

exploration and use, and the prevention of a space arms race with space weapons systems.119 

 

Actions Taken by the United Nations  

 

Prior to the launch of the first satellite into Earth’s orbit, the UN began efforts to maintain outer space for peaceful 

purposes.120 To assist in the prevention and mitigation of the weaponization of space, the GA established the ad hoc 

Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space in 1958, later becoming the UN Office for Outer Space Affairs 

(UNOOSA) in 1992.121 In the spirit of the Cold War and heightened fear around nuclear weapons, early UN 

proposals in the late 1950s and early 1960s considered the prohibition of the use of outer space for military purposes 

and the placement of weapons of mass destruction (WMD).122 These efforts only heightened after the US conducted 

five space nuclear tests in 1962, knocking out roughly a third of the 22 satellites in orbit at the time, including 

Telstar 1.123 In 1967, after being considered by the Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space and the GA, the 

Treaty on Principles Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space, including the 

Moon and other Celestial Bodies (the “Outer Space Treaty”) entered into force.124  

 

Today, the Outer Space Treaty (OST) has 114 states-parties – Member States that have ratified or acceded to the 

international treaty – with another 22 Member States having signed but not completed ratification.125 The OST 

opens with the statement, “The exploration and use of outer space, including the Moon and other celestial bodies, 

shall be carried out for the benefit and in the interests of all countries, irrespective of their degree of economic or 

scientific development, and shall be the province of all mankind.”126 Simply put, the OST establishes outer space for 

peaceful purposes that benefit the international community and codifies space as a domain not subject to national 

appropriation or claims of sovereignty by any Member State.127 Accordingly, the OST lays the foundation for 

international space law, and notably prohibits the placement of nuclear weapons or other WMD in outer space and 

on celestial bodies.128 The term “weapons of mass destruction” is not defined in the OST but is commonly 

understood to mean “nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons.”129 Although the treaty’s repeated call for the use 

of outer space for peaceful purposes is often broadly interpreted to prohibit all types of weapons in outer space, the 

OST does not explicitly do so.130 Four other treaties have been adopted to reinforce the OST: the Rescue Agreement 

of 1968 (“requires States to assist an astronaut in case of accident, distress, emergency or unintended landing”); the 

Liability Convention of 1972 (“establishes the standards of liability for damage caused by space objects”); the 
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Registration Convention of 1975 (“requires States to register all objects launched into outer space with the United 

Nations”); and the Moon Agreement of 1979 (“elaborates on the provisions of the Outer Space Treaty as they apply 

to the Moon and other celestial bodies”).131 

 

Following the adoption of the OST, the UN has continuously addressed the peaceful use of outer space through 

conventions, resolutions, and working groups.132 In 2005, the GA adopted A/RES/60/66 to explore and develop 

transparency and confidence-building measures (TCBMs) in outer space activities.133 Five years later, in 2010, the 

GA adopted A/RES/65/68 to established a Group of Governmental Experts (GGE) to conduct a study on outer space 

and set TCBMs for Member States and international organizations to implement on a voluntary basis.134 Some of the 

recommended measures included: information exchange on space policies and notifications related to space 

activities; contact and visits to space launch sites and facilities; and consultative mechanisms.135 The Secretary-

General’s 2017 report on TCBMs in outer space activities (A/72/65) included replies from 9 Member States – 

including the PRC, France, the US, and the UK – and the European Union providing support and updates on the 

implementation of the recommended TCBMs.136 For instance, France highlighted its implementation of the 

recommendations, including its public national registry of objects in orbit provided through its participation in the 

Convention on Registration of Objects Launched into Outer Space.137 In 2017, the GA adopted A/RES/72/250 to 

establish a GGE “to consider and make recommendations on substantial elements of an international legally binding 

instrument on the prevention of an arms race in outer space,” but the group was unable to reach a consensus.138  

 

In 2020, the GA adopted A/RES/75/36, noting the increasing threat of long-lived space debris, cyber interference 

and attacks, and the difficulty in verifying the military and/or civilian use of satellites.139 This resolution sought to 

study existing and potential threats, characterize outer space activities as responsible, irresponsible, or threatening, 

and for Member States to share ideas on the development and implementation of establishing norms, rules and 

principles of responsible behavior to prevent an arms race in space.140 The resolution also gave guidelines and 

suggestions including encouraging Member States to “consider establishing channels of direct communication for 

the management of perceptions of threat.”141 Furthermore, A/RES/75/36 “invites” Member States to inform the 

Conference on Disarmament and the Disarmament Commission of their national space security policies, strategies 

or doctrines as well as potential threats and security risks to space systems.142 Despite this resolution, division 

between Member States remains as some support “promoting responsible behaviors through voluntary 

commitments” while others call “for an early start of negotiations on a legally binding instrument.”143 The latter 
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132 United Nations, “Outer Space.” United Nations Office for Disarmament Affairs. Accessed March 12, 2024. 

https://disarmament.unoda.org/topics/outerspace/. 
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134 United Nations, “Outer Space.” 
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believe a new, legally binding international space treaty is needed as the OST only prevents the placement of nuclear 

weapons and WMD, leaving room for another arms race and the weaponization of space by other means.144 

 

Conclusion 

 

Over the years, the GA has increasingly taken steps needed to mitigate the weaponization of outer space.145 

However, the threat of outer space weaponization remains as space security becomes increasingly linked to 

economic and social stability on Earth.146 The GA Plenary and GA First committees have placed a priority on 

creating an international, legally-binding instrument to prevent an arms race, that has yet to be established.147 As 

such, current international agreements do not offer an enforceable means of addressing the weaponization of space; 

thus, enforcement heavily relies on diplomacy.148 Creating and adopting an international framework for the 

enforcement and adjudication of outer space practices is imperative as international organizations have emphasized 

the immeasurable human cost of using weapons in space.149 The increasing presence of non-state actors in space and 

use of satellites for multiple purposes, including military and civilian, highlights the need for heightened 

cybersecurity in space and the demand for a treaty to prevent the weaponization of outer space.150 Whether in the 

form of a binding, legal treaty or a new set of transparency and confidence-building measures, it is evident the 

international community needs further guidance to prevent and mitigate the weaponization of outer space.151 

 

Committee Directive 

 

Delegates should look at how the Member State is currently involved in the topic, whether directly within domestic 

and international foreign policies or indirectly through socioeconomic implications of other Member States’ actions.      

Delegates should seek information on what their Member State is doing nationally to address the issue and how 

those actions may affect other Member States both regionally and internationally. In doing so, delegates should ask 

themselves: What are some current national, regional, and international space weaponization prevention and aid 

policies that have seen positive improvements? What can the GA Plenary do to incentivize Member States to 

proactively become involved in preventing the weaponization of space? What are the consequences of ignoring the 

need to prevent the weaponization of space, such as economic, security, and humanitarian effects? Overall, delegates 

should address these questions with realistic solutions for implementing their goals. Delegates should focus on 

building upon established UN, GA, and other multilateral programs and initiatives rather than creating new bodies 

within the UN or the GA Plenary. Delegates should also focus on the issue as a whole and not specific situations.  
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II. Preventing Environmental Degradation During Times of Conflict           
 

Introduction 

 

The United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNDRR) defines environmental degradation from conflict 

as “the reduction of the capacity of the environment to meet social and ecological objectives and needs” as a result 

of conflict.152 Conflict drives environmental degradation in three ways: directly from the conflict itself, and 

indirectly through involved populations and weakened institutions.153 The United Nations International Strategy for 

Disaster Reduction (UNISDR) Terminology on Disaster Risk Reduction 2009 defines the numerous types of human-

induced environmental degradation, such as deforestation, soil erosion, and pollution.154 Conflict increases the 

frequency of human-induced environmental degradation in several ways: intentional destruction of environment and 

natural resources, contamination from military waste, destructive coping mechanisms of at-risk populations 

(including overuse of natural resources and habitat destruction from population displacements), and weakening of 

environmental governance structures, among others.155 Environmental degradation from conflict is encompassed 

under International Humanitarian Law, International Criminal Law, International Environment Law, and 

International Human Rights Law.156 Degradation of the environment can increase the vulnerability of communities 

already suffering from conflict by altering the frequency and intensity of natural hazards.157 Additionally, the 

various drivers of environmental degradation from conflict negatively impact human health and livelihood.158 The 

UN General Assembly Plenary (GA) must consider measures mitigating environmental degradation from conflict to 

ensure the environment has the long-term capacity to meet humanity’s needs, particularly when humanity is at its 

most vulnerable in times of conflict.159 

 

History 

 

While environmental degradation is more thoroughly documented today than it has been in the past, evidence of 

environmental degradation from conflict exists from as far back as the Mesopotamian water war in 2500 BCE, 

where canals were targeted and destroyed to flood irrigated fields.160 Additionally, the Mongols’ famous victory 

over medieval Baghdad in 1258 was due to the destruction of the city’s water supply.161 The Mongols even utilized 

ancient biological warfare by catapulting bodies of people that had died from plague over city walls, which would 

contaminate water sources in cities.162 Technological advancement over time led to more extensive environmental 

degradation, such as the destruction of over 250,000 acres of French farmland through trench warfare and the 

destruction of an additional 494,000 acres of French forests in World War I (WWI).163 The Dust Bowl event in 

American history can even be partially attributed to WWI, as Europe’s increased demand for wheat encouraged 

many inexperienced farmers to plow millions of acres of native grasslands for agricultural cultivation, much of 

which was marginal land that could not be reached by irrigation.164 The trend of increasing environmental 

degradation from conflict continued into World War II (WWII), as the German military frequently destroyed land 
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and resources to ensure the Allied Forces would be left with nothing useable.165 Following this trend of increasing 

environmental degradation from conflict, in the Vietnam War, bombs and chemical spraying were utilized as a tactic 

to remove massive areas of vegetation that would otherwise grant opposing forces cover.166 In addition to the 

resulting potent pollution from chemical contamination, tactics used in the Vietnam conflict displaced massive 

amounts of soil, exposed the water table, and altered watershed hydrology.167 

 

The massive destruction of the Vietnam war put the Member State in a position where it needed to address 

significant rebuilding and a way to boost the economy back up.168 One of the most successful economic growth 

methods utilized was a tap into non-renewable natural resources, the extraction of which has a real environmental 

cost, so a difficult balance is sought to be struck between steady growth and protection of the environment in a 

Member State which has already faced significant environmental degradation from conflict.169 Unfortunately, the 

relationship between conflicts and environmental degradation can be cyclical, particularly when the conflict itself 

relates to natural resources.170 Oftentimes, conflicts exacerbate existing limits on resources, which can make neutral 

actors targets for attacks.171 UN estimations attribute 18 conflicts since 1990 to resource accessibility, ranging from 

metals to water.172 Over the past 60 years, 40 percent of intrastate conflict can be attributed to resource scarcity.173 

When natural resource scarcity drives conflict, and then conflict results in environmental degradation, natural 

resource scarcity can increase.174 If action is not taken to address the availability and distribution of natural 

resources, environmental degradation from conflict will continue.175 

  

Conflict itself has also impacted the distribution and availability of natural resources, as it has often prompted 

Member States to focus their legislative attention and budget on defense and training, including vehicles and 

aircrafts that produce emissions and to redirect non-renewable resources away from populations and into 

militaries.176 Even in cases where resources are not redirected, Member States have still accelerated climate change 

by funding initiatives to deplete resources, which encouraged dissatisfaction with governments and lower morale 

within populations.177 In cases of intrastate conflict, this can empower non-state actors with opportunities to attack in 

areas that are the most affected.178 Disconnected regions have been at a greater risk for a multitude of reasons; rural 

areas are more likely to be impacted in times of scarcity, and a lack of attention makes them targets for attacks from 

intrastate and outside actors.179 Member States most impacted by climate change have not always had the resources 

to minimize environmental degradation available to them or felt that rural areas could not be prioritized in times of 

conflict.180 Developing Member States also faced the complicated issue of environmental degradation as a result 

from military operations at bases run by other Member States within their borders, with little to no recourse 
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available to hold responsible Member States accountable.181 Further complicating this issue is the difficulty to 

accurately identify the responsible party, as some military bases have been occupied by different forces over the 

course of history.182  

 

Current Situation  

 

With the technological advancement of warfare, the types of contamination that occur from war have expanded.183 

Contemporary conflicts can have generational health impacts for ecosystems and human societies.184 Oil fires and 

spills, abandoned military materials and munitions, demolition waste, radiation and poison contamination, and air, 

water, and ground pollution are some examples of environmental degradation driven by conflict.185 Several drivers 

of environmental degradation from conflict exist; for example, environmental and natural resources may be directly 

targeted to fund or fuel conflict.186 One example of this is the use of cocoa, a high-value environmental resource, to 

finance conflict in Côte d’Ivoire from about 2002-2020.187 During this time, the government of the Côte d’Ivoire 

used funds from cocoa to defend against the rebel group Forces Nouvelles (FN), just as the FN simultaneously 

utilized cocoa funds to sustain their movement.188 Another example is coca cultivation by rural farmers that desire a 

lucrative crop in Colombia, which gives them a stable income but also fuels an illegal drug economy and finances 

armed militant groups.189 Without policies to effectively assist farmers in transitioning to legal crops that provide a 

stable income, illicit coca cultivation continues to flourish and conflicts surrounding the crop persist.190 Furthermore, 

mining practices around natural resources, particularly diamonds, have funded conflicts in numerous Member States 

and displaced large numbers of people, earning these diamonds the nickname of “blood diamonds” or “conflict 

diamonds.”191 

 

Often times, black markets around the extraction, processing, and sale of natural resources emerge in conflicts 

across the globe.192 This is often because conflict leads to weakened or collapsed institutions which leave natural 

resources particularly vulnerable, and then the unprotected natural resources can be taken advantage of to fuel or 

prolong armed conflict.193 The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has found the collapse of 

institutions due to conflict is a direct factor that leads to environmental risks which can threaten a population’s 
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health, livelihood, and security.194 One valuable resource which frequently causes the formation of black markets is 

oil; billions of dollars in oil revenue have been lost by recognized governments to illegal crude oil tapping.195 The 

processes of illegal oil extraction and associated activities by militant groups accounts for a large portion of oil spills 

as well.196 Ultimately, black markets concerning natural resources which emerge during conflicts result in significant 

environmental degradation due to the lack of protections which exist for natural resources during times of armed 

conflict.197  

 

Recent environmental impacts of conflict in Ukraine have been better documented than past conflicts due to 

technological and scientific advancements.198 The conflict in Ukraine has resulted in landscape destruction 

amounting to 30 percent of Ukraine’s protected areas, widespread chemical contamination of air, water, and soil in 

the region, and an estimated 30 percent of Ukraine being contaminated with landmines and unexploded ordnance.199 

In addition, the destruction of the Nova Kakhovka Dam and the seizure of the Zaporizhzhia Nuclear Power Plant in 

the conflict pose serious long-term health and environmental risks for the region.200 Risks include the loss of safe 

drinking water for some populations, loss of agricultural land and product, destruction of local ecosystems, and 

radiation risks that could potentially affect seven adjacent Member States.201 Some effects resulting from the 

destruction of the dam have already been measured, including the destruction of 80 settlements with the death and 

disappearance of many people, flooding of nature reserves and agricultural lands, the deaths of numerous specially-

adapted organisms, destruction of an endangered sturgeon breeding facility, exposure of 1,870 sq kilometers of 

former lakebed, and significant pollution from heavy metals and long-lived organic compounds that were carried by 

the flood of water.202 Moreover, even without active conflict, the maintenance of large militaries in the Member 

State is a huge source of pollution leading to environmental degradation.203 In 2023, the UN Framework Convention 

on Climate Change estimated militaries across the globe account for 5.5 percent of all global greenhouse 

emissions.204  

 

Beyond military and warfare pollution, during times of conflict, a population’s attempts at survival may 

inadvertently be drivers of environmental degradation.205 Conflict can lead to displacement, and displaced 

populations without proper management can produce uncontrolled waste and increase pressure on scarce resources 
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leaving fragile ecosystems polluted and overused. 206 For example, if a given body of water is excessively tapped for 

crop irrigation in an attempt at mass farming to feed a population without proper agriculture techniques and careful 

management, a loss of water can ultimately end in failure of the agricultural endeavors and can cause extensive 

environmental degradation.207 Such degradation can lead to massive starvation, desertification, and salination of a 

once thriving ecosystem which supported generations of people.208 In 2015, over eight million people across the 

globe were internally displaced due to conflict and violence and forced to move to other regions and integrate 

themselves into existing regional economies.209 With so many displaced individuals, significant pressure will be 

placed on natural resources as the availability and distribution of natural resources changes in the areas they have 

moved to, which in turn creates risk of conflict over natural resources and leads to further environmental 

degradation.210 

 

Actions Taken by the UN  

 

The United Nations (UN) has been involved in researching the effects of environmental degradation over the past 

half century and has launched prohibitive measures and programs that assist in minimizing environmental impact 

during peacekeeping operations.211 There is a significant amount of preexisting international law the UN has 

compiled to provide clarity on the issue.212 In 2009, an analysis was released by UNEP, covering existing 

international law and how it can best be applied to prevent economic and bureaucratic collapse in times of resource-

driven war.213 The report, “Protecting the Environment During Armed Conflict,” found the environment is not 

sufficiently protected during times of conflict. The report makes a number of recommendations to strengthen the 

protection of the environment during conflict, including development of clear definitions for related terms and 

concepts, and consideration by the UN General Assembly to update the International Committee of the Red Cross 

(ICRC)’s Guidelines on the Protection of the Environment during Armed Conflict (1994).214 This was further 

strengthened by a 2019 report by the International Law Commission on how to best prevent further environmental 

damage in times of conflict.215 The report also includes recommendations to improve and strengthen the framework 

by revisiting key topics such as Peacekeeping, the relationship between climate change and conflict, and sustainable 

resource management.216 The UN has also launched a partnership with the European Union to help prevent resource 

scarcity as an aggravator for conflict.217 The toolkit encourages Member States to view conflict management or 

mediation as an investment in resource protection.218  
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The lack of universally applicable and updated framework can be felt in how the UN responds in areas of conflict.219 

UN Peacekeeping missions play a role in all aspects of international conflict, as mandated by the Security 

Council.220 Peacekeeping operations seek to prevent further violence following the official end of a conflict.221 

While there is existing framework defining protections for vulnerable groups, such as women and children, there is 

no existing framework for environmental precautions.222 For example, from April 2013 to December 2023, 15,000 

military personnel were deployed in Mali at Mali’s request for a peacekeeping mission.223 The deployed UN 

personnel were able to assist in building lasting infrastructure, making a disconnected region more accessible via 

supply chains.224 The operation was also able to make potable water more accessible in northern Mali, which 

reduced tensions.225 However, these efforts were not permanent or widespread, as Mali requested the end of all 

peacekeeping operations in June 2023.226 Additionally, at the end of the mission, the repeated usage of gas vehicles 

and deliveries of food and gas made by air support contributed to pollution.227 Mali has faced major environmental 

degradation over the past decade, and soil pollution could further damage the environment.228 While tensions were 

alleviated, it was at an environmental cost, and there is no current UN plan to assess the resulting damage.229 This is 

not to say that Peacekeeping operations do not have the capability to prevent their environmental impact.230 

Beginning in 2020, the United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in the Central African 

Republic (MINUSCA) began a pilot program on an Atmospheric Air to Water generator (AWG).231 The AWG pulls 

air from the atmosphere and turns it into potable water.232 The AWG is also less reliant on power and does not make 

the environmental disturbances that most emergency water sources do.233 The pilot project was considered 

successful, and MINUSCA is set to disperse 15 more AWGs into camps impacted by the Peacekeeping mission.234 

 

 

Case Study  

 

Iraq and Post-Conflict Cleanup 

 

Beginning in 2017, the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS) engaged in attacks against Iraq and Syria that 

have been charged as potential acts of genocide by the Security Council.235 ISIS has also been accused of 

iconoclasm, mass killings, trafficking, among other accusations.236 In Iraq, ISIS took control of water management 
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systems to use as a weapon, and, in 2015, caused a false drought in central and southern Iraq, cutting off access for 

thousands of civilians.237 The conflict resulted in USD 600 million in damages done to the water management 

systems.238 The total debris from Mosul, Iraq was estimated to weigh 11 tons.239 Pesticides and fertilizers were used 

in attacks to make bombs throughout Iraq.240 Moreover, the Niniveh Environment Directorate was ordered to shut 

down by ISIS and taken over by ISIS as a base for attacks.241 Iraq was left completely unable to operate the 

Directorate, and regular efforts to prevent environmental degradation were halted.242 From 2017 to 2021, UNEP and 

Iraq partnered to identify solutions to eliminate their chemical waste the attacks left behind.243 The project focused 

on addressing the gaps in legislation that prevented Iraq from adequately handling chemical waste in the aftermath 

of the conflict.244 Attended by Ministry of Energy officials, several workshops were held to better assess the gaps.245 

A 2018 series of workshops included fieldwork to determine priority sites for cleanup, and the introduction of 

several workshops centered around identifying priority sites in the future.246  

 

In 2017, followed by retreat from ISIS, Iraq began a partnership with the UNEP to treat pollution and other damages 

caused by the conflict.247 The partnership includes training chemical waste disposal teams and rebuilding waste 

management systems.248 In 2018, Iraq was the first of seven Member States to be selected for the Special 

Programme, which trains Member States on how to meet their chemical and waste management obligations safely 

and sustainably.249 A proposed project involves recycling the debris in Mosul, which would cut the cost of relocation 

from USD 250 thousand to USD 175 thousand.250 The Special Programme has since expanded to include over fifty 

Member States, such as Afghanistan, Georgia, Kenya, and Sierra Leone.251 While Iraq did have measures in place 

prior to the conflict, the Member State has revitalized their legislation to prevent resources being misappropriated in 

the future, including strict oversight of pesticides.252 Iraq is currently partnered with UNEP in a five-year plan to 

restore biodiversity.253        
      
Conclusion  
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Environmental degradation from conflict has been an issue for humanity since the beginning of recorded history.254 

Unfortunately, significant technological advancements have caused the scale of environmental degradation from 

conflict to grow exponentially.255 Additionally, the cyclical relationship of conflict and environmental degradation 

suggests that environmental degradation must be stopped to avoid future conflicts over resources that grow 

increasingly scarce.256 Military tactics across the globe intentionally weaponize resource scarcity and environmental 

degradation, which poses a growing concern to the international community as it works to protect and restore the 

environment.257 With thorough documentation of modern conflicts and their effect on the environment, it has 

become increasingly clear how quickly environmental degradation can change landscapes and cause negative 

impacts for generations to come.258 While there is an existing framework outlined by UNEP, an updated policy is 

critical to adequately protect the environment and adapt to current warfare.259 Through international cooperation, 

environments can recover from degradation caused by conflict, and this process can begin in active conflict areas.260 

 

Committee Directive 

 

Delegates should look at how their Member State is currently involved in the topic of preventing environmental 

degradation during times of conflict. Delegates should strive to strengthen institutions which can help protect the 

environment and natural resources in times of conflict, with the goal of supporting regions vulnerable to conflict and 

having a response framework for times of increased conflict. To prevent potential future conflicts over the 

environment, delegates should consider initiatives that may require collective action solutions amongst regional 

Member States to address increasing resource scarcity. Delegates should also be aware of their Member State’s 

position in relation to preventing environmental degradation during times of conflict, including actions taken at the 

local, regional, and international level. Delegates should also keep in mind that solutions should be accessible and 

sustainable for all Member States. Delegates should focus on the issue as a whole and not specific situations.  
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