
cHAPteR I 
YouTH AND CLIMATE CHANgE: 
THE bASICS

Climate change … is the defining 
challenge of our era. No issue is more 
fundamental to the global challenges 
we face—reducing poverty…
maintaining economic growth…
ensuring peace and stability.

— Ban Ki-moon, Secretary-General of the  
United Nations1

1 UN News Centre (2009), “Remarks at UNFCCC 
COP15 High Level Segment”. 
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The facts about climate change 

Climate change is happening, and it is hap-
pening quickly. Although the issue has been a  
source of controversy among scientists and 
policymakers, there is growing evidence that the 
earth’s temperature is rising and that polar ice 
caps and glaciers are melting. For many key pa-
rameters, the climate system is already moving 
beyond the patterns of natural variability (Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change, 2007a).

Over the past hundred years, the average tem-
perature of the earth’s surface has increased by 
0.74° C (see figure I.1) (Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change, 2007a). The most compel-
ling evidence of climate change has emerged 
over the past couple of decades, with 11 of the 
12 warmest years on record occurring between 
1995 and 2006 (Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change, 2007b). 

Figure I.1

Global warming is also leading to a rise in sea 
levels through thermal expansion of the oceans, 
glacier retreat, and the melting of ice sheets. 
Between 1993 and 2003, the global average sea 
level increased by approximately 3.1 millimetres. 
The extent of Arctic sea ice has shrunk by 2.7 per 
cent per decade over the past 30 years (Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change, 2007b). 
During the summers of 2007 and 2008, seasonal 
melting created an ice-free channel in the North-
west Passage, a water route through the islands 
of northern Canada separating the Atlantic and 
Pacific oceans (United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme, 2009). Antarctica is also losing ice at an 
unprecedented rate; it is estimated that ice loss 
from the West Antarctic ice sheet increased by 
60 per cent between 1996 and 2006.  If this ice 
sheet were to melt completely, sea levels could 
rise by as much as 5 metres (United Nations En-
vironment Programme, 2009).  

Source: United Nations Environment Programme/GRID-Arendal (n.d.).

Figure I.1
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In addition to affecting global mean surface 
temperature, sea level, and ice sheet dynam-
ics, climate change brings about ocean acidifi-
cation, which inhibits the development of many 
marine organisms.

Climate change may be a key factor contrib-
uting to the increased incidence and intensity 
of extreme weather events such as droughts, 
heatwaves, floods, and tropical storms (see 
figure I.2). Over the past 50 years, heatwaves 
and heavy precipitation events have occurred 
with greater frequency, and there is evidence 
that tropical cyclone activity has been rising 
steadily since 1970 (Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change, 2007b).

Figure I.2 

Extreme weather events, 1970-2005

According to the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP), there is a significant pos-
sibility that many of the present trends will ac-
celerate, leading to a higher risk of abrupt and/
or irreversible climatic shifts and an even more 
pronounced increase in the frequency and in-
tensity of extreme weather events. If the tipping 
point is reached, the world may witness the dis-
ruption of seasonal weather patterns that sup-
port the agricultural activities of half the human 
population, the diminution of carbon sinks in 
the oceans and on land, and the destabilization 
of major ice sheets, leading to unanticipated 
rates of sea level rise in the twenty-first century 
(United Nations Environment Programme, n.d.).

There is almost unanimous agreement among 
scientists and policymakers that human be-
haviour has contributed to the escalation of 
climate change through increased emissions of 
greenhouse gases (GHGs), especially carbon 
dioxide (CO2). Global GHG emissions linked to 
human activities have increased considerably 
since pre-industrial times but have acceler-
ated dramatically in recent decades, rising 70 
per cent between 1970 and 2004—predomi-
nantly owing to the burning of fossil fuels and 
land-use change (Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change, 2007b). By 2004, the energy 
supply sector accounted for about a quarter of 
all anthropogenic GHG emissions, while the in-
dustry, forestry, agriculture, and transport sec-
tors each contributed between 13 and 19 per 
cent to the overall total (see figure I.3).Source: United Nations, International Strategy for Disaster 

Reduction (n.d.).

Figure I.2



5

It is estimated that developed countries 
are responsible for over three quarters 
of total GHG emissions (United Nations, 
2009a). As figure I.4 illustrates, devel-
oping countries still account for a very 
small proportion of emissions in per 
capita terms.
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Figure I.  Annual per capita emissions, selected regions, 1950-2005
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Share of different sectors in  
total anthropogenic greenhouse 
gas emissions in terms of Co2- 
equivalent emissions, 2004

Source: Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (2007a).

Source: United Nations (2009a).

Figure I.4 

Annual per capita emissions in selected regions, 1950-2005 

Figure I.3
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tHe ImPAct oF A 
cHAngIng clImAte 
on ecosYstems And 
lIVelIHoods
All over the world, ecosystems and livelihoods 
are being drastically affected by climate change 
(see figure I.5). The environmental shifts brought 
about by this phenomenon could have serious 

direct and indirect consequences, especially 
for vulnerable groups (Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change, 2007a; World Health Orga-
nization, 2008). Developing countries are most 
at risk because they lack the social, techno-
logical, and financial resources required for cli-
mate change adaptation and mitigation (United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, 2007a). Their heavy reliance on agri-
culture further heightens their vulnerability to 
threats posed by climatic instability. 

Source: United Nations Environment Programme/GRID-Arendal (2009b).

Figure I.5 

Projected impacts of climate change

A high degree of uncertainty exists with regard 
to the speed of climate change and the scale of 
its impact. The Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change (IPCC) has projected that the av-
erage global temperature will increase by 1.1° 
C to 6.4° C over the course of the twenty-first 
century, with potentially dire consequences 
for humanity (Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change, 2007b). By 2020, between 75 
million and 250 million residents of Africa may 

experience increased water stress as a result 
of climate change (Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change, 2007a), with yields from 
rain-fed agriculture in some African countries 
declining by up to 50 per cent. By 2050, more 
than 1 billion people in Asia could be affected 
by reduced freshwater availability. Individuals 
living in and around the Andes and the Himala-
yas will face increased risk of flooding, followed 
by water scarcity and drought, as glacial sys-
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tems in these mountain ranges continue to re-
cede. In Small Island Developing States (SIDS) 
in the Caribbean and Pacific regions, sea level 
rise and increasing sea temperatures are al-
ready having a negative impact on freshwater 
resources, fisheries, and coastal ecosystems.

Increased exposure to aggravated environ-
mental stress linked to longer or more intense 
droughts, storms, floods, or other major weath-
er events has already begun to interfere with 
the efforts of some of the world’s most vulner-
able to build a better life for themselves and 
their families. If climate change continues at 
its present pace, the health, shelter, and live-
lihood situations of a significant proportion of 
the global population will be seriously affected, 
which could trigger large-scale reversals in hu-
man development. Failure to address climate 
change today will result in diminished oppor-
tunities and a widening of the inequality gap 
within and between countries.

Efforts to combat climate change at the local, 
national, and international levels have focused 
on mitigation and adaptation. Mitigation refers 
to measures that seek to reduce GHG emis-
sions and thereby slow the progression of cli-
mate change. Mitigation measures include not 
only using renewable energy and developing 
new technologies for transportation and indus-
try, but also protecting and expanding forests, 
which play a crucial role in absorbing green-
house gases. Adaptation refers to measures 
to protect people and ecosystems from the ef-
fects of climate change. Since climate change 
is a transnational issue, effective mitigation and 
adaptation require international cooperation 
and coordination.

The international framework for com-
bating climate change

At the United Nations Conference on Environ-
ment and Development, held in Rio de Janeiro 
in 1992, 178 Governments agreed that climate 
change should be addressed from a sustain-
able development perspective. Section 9.3 of 
Agenda 21 (1993) states that relevant efforts 
“should be coordinated with social and eco-
nomic development in an integrated manner 
with a view to avoiding adverse impacts on 
the latter, taking into full account the legitimate 
priority needs of developing countries for the 
achievement of sustained economic growth 
and the eradication of poverty”.

The United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change was also adopted in 1992 
and entered into effect in 1994; most countries 
have since become signatories. The Frame-
work Convention and its Kyoto Protocol are at 
the core of international efforts to address cli-
mate change.

box I.1

The Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change

The Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change (IPCC) was established 
by the United Nations Environment 
Programme and World Meteorological 
Organization in 1988 to help Govern-
ments better understand changes in 
the world’s climate from a scientific 
perspective. The IPCC is an expert 
body that reviews and assesses the 
most recent scientific, technical, and 
socio-economic information produced 
worldwide relevant to the understand-
ing of climate change.

The IPCC comprises three working 
groups that address different aspects 
of the climate change issue. Working 
Group I assesses the “physical scien-
tific aspects of the climate system and 
climate change”, focusing on varia-
tions in temperature, rainfall, sea level, 
and ice sheets, on climate models and 
projections, and on the “causes and 
attribution of climate change”. Work-
ing Group II “assesses the vulner-
ability of socio-economic and natural 
systems to climate change, negative 
and positive consequences of climate 
change, and options for adapting to 
it”. Working Group III “assesses op-
tions for mitigating climate change 
through limiting or preventing green-
house gas emissions and enhancing 
activities that remove them from the 
atmosphere”. Technical support units 
administer and organize the activities 
of the working groups.

The IPCC is made up of thousands of 
scientists from around the world who 
contribute to the Panel’s work on a volun-
tary basis as authors, contributors, 



8

 
and reviewers. The efforts of these 
scientists are supported by the IPCC 
secretariat, which plans, coordinates, 
and oversees the Panel’s activities.

The major output of the IPCC is its 
assessment reports, which comprise 
separate publications from each work-
ing group and, since 1995, a synthesis 
report. These scientific reports provide 
the world’s most comprehensive cov-
erage of climate change. The First As-
sessment Report, published in 1990, 
identified climate change as an issue 
requiring an international political plat-
form. The Report served as a catalyst 
leading to the establishment of the 
Framework Convention, the landmark 
international treaty created to reduce 
global warming and compel countries 
to deal with the consequences of cli-
mate change. The Second Assess-
ment Report: Climate Change 1995 
contributed key input to the process 
leading to the adoption of the Kyoto 
Protocol to the Framework Convention 
in 1997. The third and fourth assess-
ment reports were published in 2001 
and 2007 respectively. The participa-
tion of the scientific community in the 
work of the IPCC has grown substan-
tially in terms of both the number of 
authors and contributors involved in 
the writing and reviewing of the re-
ports and the geographic distribution 
and topics covered in the publications.

Along with the assessment reports, the 
IPCC produces special reports, meth-
odology reports, technical papers, and 
supporting materials. Through these 
and other means the Panel provides 
the United Nations Climate Change 
secretariat, the Conference of the Par-
ties to the Framework Convention, and 
other environmental conventions with 
information on technical and scientific 
matters.

Source: Information summarized and 
extracted from the Intergovernmen-
tal Panel on Climate Change website 
(http://www.ipcc/ch).

The united Nations Framework  
Convention on Climate Change

The Framework Convention is an international 
treaty that establishes broad goals and rules for 
addressing climate change. Its ultimate objec-
tive is to ensure that GHG emissions linked to 
human activity remain below the level at which 
the climate system is adversely affected. The 
Convention is general and flexible in character; 
its importance derives not from the provision of 
detailed environmental protection guidelines, 
but rather from its role in securing global recog-
nition of climate change as a major challenge. 
The Convention has laid the groundwork for 
more focused action, including the adoption of 
the Kyoto Protocol (United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change, 2009c).

The Conference of the Parties (COP) is the su-
preme body of the Framework Convention. It 
comprises all countries that are Parties to the 
Convention and usually meets annually for a 
period of about two weeks within the larger 
context of the United Nations Climate Change 
Conference. The yearly sessions, which are at-
tended by several thousand government del-
egates, observer organizations, and journalists, 
provide the COP with an opportunity to evalu-
ate the status of climate change and the effec-
tiveness of the treaty (United Nations Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change, 2009a; 
2009b).

The fifteenth session of the Conference of the 
Parties (COP 15) was held in Copenhagen from 
7 to 18 December 2009. The meeting was at-
tended by 120 heads of State and Govern-
ment, highlighting the growing importance and 
urgency attached to climate change by the 
international community. Country leaders and 
other high-ranking Government officials and 
delegates present at the United Nations Cli-
mate Change Conference adopted the Copen-
hagen Accord, through which they committed 
to significant emission reductions and to the 
establishment of the Copenhagen Green Cli-
mate Fund to support action on climate change 
in developing countries. Following COP 15, 55 
countries that together account for 78 per cent 
of global emissions pledged to cut and limit 
greenhouse gases by 2020 (United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, 
2010), and developed countries agreed to pro-
vide approximately US$ 30 billion for Climate 
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Fund activities during the period 2010-2012 
(United Nations Framework Convention on Cli-
mate Change, 2009c). Throughout 2010, nego-
tiations will continue as Member States engage 
in sustained efforts to convert the Copenhagen 
Accord into a legally binding instrument.  

At COP 15 for the first time, youth were offi-
cially recognized as a formal constituency (al-
beit on probationary terms), legitimizing their 
status as stakeholders. Over a thousand young 
environmental activists from approximately 100 
countries attended COP 15 (UNFCCC Youth 
Constituency, 2009a), participating not only in 
formal interventions but also in activities such 
as workshops, media events, and silent dem-
onstrations. On 10 December a youth day with 
the theme Young and Future Generations was 
held. A more detailed description of youth in-
volvement in the activities surrounding COP 15 
is provided in chapter IV of the present Report.

The Kyoto Protocol to the united  
Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change

The Kyoto Protocol was adopted on 11 Decem-
ber 1997 after two and a half years of intensive 
negotiations, and entered into force on 16 Feb-
ruary 2005. The Protocol established legally 
binding emissions targets for developed coun-
tries and incorporated innovative mechanisms 
to assist those countries in meeting the targets.

Under the terms of the Kyoto Protocol, 37 in-
dustrialized countries and the European Union 
as a whole are required to reduce GHG emis-
sions by an average of 5 per cent relative to 
1990 levels over the five-year period 2008-
2012. While the Framework Convention en-
courages industrialized countries to stabilize 
GHG emissions, the Protocol commits them to 
doing so. In recognition of the fact that the cur-
rent high levels of GHG emissions are a result 
of more than 150 years of industrial activity, the 
Protocol places a heavier burden on developed 
nations.

The Kyoto Protocol introduces three mecha-
nisms that provide countries with flexible op-
tions for meeting their commitments. The first 
is emissions trading, which allows countries 
with spare emission units to sell this excess 
capacity to countries that have exceeded their 

targets. Since carbon dioxide is the principal 
GHG, this mechanism is often referred to as 
the carbon market. Second is the Clean De-
velopment Mechanism (CDM), which “allows 
a country with an emission-reduction or emis-
sion-limitation commitment … to implement 
an emission-reduction project in developing 
countries. Such projects can earn saleable cer-
tified emission reduction (CER) credits, each 
equivalent to one ton of CO2, which can be 
counted towards meeting Kyoto targets” (Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change, n.d.). 
An example of a CDM project might be a rural 
electrification project using solar panels or the 
installation of more energy-efficient boilers. The 
CDM, operational since the beginning of 2006, 
has registered more than 1,650 projects to date 
(United Nations Framework Convention on Cli-
mate Change, n.d.). The third mechanism is 
joint implementation, which “allows a country 
with an emission reduction or limitation com-
mitment … to earn emission reduction units 
(ERUs) from an emission-reduction or emission 
removal project” in another country with low-
er emission-reduction or emission-limitation 
targets (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change, n.d.).

The CDM and joint implementation mechanism 
allow developed countries to transfer some of 
their technologies for reducing GHG emissions 
to countries that are expected to become more 
industrialized. As stipulated in the Protocol, 
countries’ actual emissions, as well as their 
transactions, are monitored and recorded by 
the United Nations Climate Change secretariat, 
based in Bonn, Germany.

The Kyoto Protocol is generally regarded as an 
important first step towards the establishment 
of a truly global emission reduction regime 
that will stabilize GHG emissions, providing 
the essential architecture for international cli-
mate change agreements yet to come (United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, n.d.).

Almost two decades after the adoption of the 
Framework Convention and more than a de-
cade after the adoption of the Kyoto Protocol, 
there is a growing consensus that addressing 
climate change requires both stronger emis-
sion reduction efforts among developed coun-
tries and the active participation of develop-
ing countries, in particular the large emerging 
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economies.  Requiring developing countries 
to reduce emissions rests on the premise that 
these countries are set to pursue rapid and 
sustained economic growth. It also presumes 
that all developing countries have access to af-
fordable technological solutions that will facili-
tate the shift to new sources of energy and the 
adoption of low-emission patterns of produc-
tion, consumption and development. In order 
to reach this point, most developing countries 
will require financial and technical assistance 
from the more industrialized nations as well as 
access to mitigation technology at affordable 
cost.  

Against this background, youth and youth or-
ganizations have an important role to play in 
helping to stem the tide of unsustainable de-
velopment and in harnessing the political will 
to meet existing emission reduction commit-
ments. In particular, young people can support 
and contribute to efforts aimed at ensuring that 
new mechanisms and financial facilities are put 
in place for transferring and providing access to 
green technologies. Youth can also play a role 
in monitoring the implementation and impact of 
specific initiatives within this framework.

Youth and Rio+20

In 2012, the United Nations Conference on 
Sustainable Development – or, Rio+20 – will 
take place in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.  The overall 
aims of the Conference are to: (i) follow-up to 
the United Nations Conference on Environment 
and Development by assessing progress made 
in achieving the goals set out in Agenda 21; (ii) 
consider strategies to implement sustainable 
and equitable green economies; (iii) strength-
en the institutional framework for sustainable 
development governance, and (iv) secure re-
newed political commitment for sustainable 
development.  Rio+20 provides an opportunity 
for Governments to address emerging chal-
lenges and establish a new framework for ad-
vancing the implementation of the sustainable 
development agenda through international co-
operation.

At the United Nations Conference on Environ-
ment and Development held in 1992, also in 
Rio de Janeiro, the international community 
recognized the significance of integrating youth 
into decision-making and implementation pro-

cesses as a means to support the achievement 
of sustainable development goals.  A compre-
hensive programme of action was adopted – 
referred to as Agenda 21 – and included the 
following youth-focused objectives:

 •  Promoting dialogue between youth and 
decision-makers at all levels and the pro-
vision of  mechanisms to permit youth 
access to information and the opportu-
nity to present their views on sustainable 
development policy, particularly those 
directly impacting youth;

 •  Providing improved access to second-
ary education as well as vocational and 
practical skills training programmes, 
while ensuring that education reflects 
the economic and social needs of youth 
and incorporates the concepts of envi-
ronmental awareness and sustainable 
development, and prepares them ad-
equately to meet the technological ad-
vances in industry and the labour market; 

 •  Developing and implementing aware-
ness raising programmes specifically tar-
geted to the youth population on critical 
issues pertaining to youth; 

 •  Implementing strategies to improve em-
ployment opportunities for youth;

 •  Supporting mechanisms which facilitate 
youth representation in national, regional 
and international processes.

Despite good intentions and an ambitious pro-
gramme of action, implementation of Agenda 
21 is considered lacking.  The less than desir-
able progress is partly attributed to fragmented 
global environmental and development gover-
nance as well as a lack of adequate national 
legal frameworks for addressing sustainable 
development.  In addition, the onset of multiple 
socio-economic challenges over the past sev-
eral years – financial crisis, food crisis, volatile 
oil prices, increase in climate variability, etc. – 
have also contributed to delayed action.  Rio 
+20 marks an occasion for Governments, the 
United Nations system and Civil Society to re-
view these challenges with a view to mitigating 
the effects and catalyzing progress. 



box I.2

growing green globally: A 
snapshot on the green growth  
model for development

De-linking economic progress from en-
vironmental degradation is the prem-
ise underpinning the “Green Growth” 
model for development.  It aims to 
build upon the sustainable develop-
ment concept by strengthening the en-
vironmental component of economic 
recovery and growth patterns.  As the 
paradigm evolves, demand for greener 
development models grows.

In 2005, at the 5th Ministerial Confer-
ence on Environment and Develop-
ment, 52 Member States of the United 
Nations Economic and Social Com-
mission of Asia and the Pacific (UNES-
CAP) adopted Green Growth as a pol-
icy focus, identifying a common path 
for ecologically sustainable economic 
progress to foster low-carbon, socially 
inclusive development.  

Then, in 2009, all 30 countries of the 
Organization for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development (OECD) plus an 
additional 4 signed the Declaration on 
Green Growth, tasking the OECD with 
developing a Green Growth strategy to 
boost economic recovery and build a 
sustainable growth path for the future.

Some key objectives of the Green 
Growth model include:

•  Improve living standards by meeting 
the needs of the global population 
and eliminating inequality 

•  Reduce environmental risks and eco-
logical scarcities 

•  Identify transitional pathways to 
green economies by addressing pol-
icy barriers 

•  Invest in the development of green 
industries, technologies and jobs in-
cluding renewable energy and the pro-
duction of energy efficient materials. 
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