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Introduction to the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification 

Desertification is a major economic, social and environmental problem of concern to many 

countries in all regions of the world. It is a type of land degradation where dry and semi-arid 

lands regions become increasingly arid, typically losing their bodies of water as well as 

vegetation and wildlife. The main causes of development of desert-like conditions in the regions 

include human activity and the consequent disturbance such as deforestation, overgrazing or 

poorly managed agriculture, as well as natural and climatic factors such as drought and soil 

erosion by the elements of nature.  

The first United Nations Conference on Environment and Development was held in Rio de 

Janeiro in 1992. The conference called on the United Nations General Assembly to establish an 

Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee to prepare a convention on desertification. This 

Convention (the UNCCD) was negotiated and later adopted in Paris in 1994 and entered into 

force in 1996.  

The objective of UNCCD is to combat desertification and mitigate the effects of drought in 

countries experiencing serious drought particularly in Africa. It is supported by international 

cooperation and partnership arrangements. Some of the general approaches as regards the 

implementation of the Convention include1; 

 Adopting an integrated approach to address the physical, biological and socio-

economic aspects of desertification and drought. 

 Integrating strategies for poverty eradication 

 Promoting cooperation among affected country Parties in the field of environmental 

protection and conservation of land and water resources. 

 

  

                                            
1 More information on the obligations of the Convention and its operations can be found on the following link: 

http://www.tematea.org/?q=node/10 

http://www.tematea.org/?q=node/10
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Organs and bodies of the Convention 

1. The Secretariat 

The permanent Secretariat of the UNCCD which is headed by an Executive Secretary and has a 

small staff of approximately 50 persons was established in accordance with Article 23 of the 

Convention. It has been located in Bonn, Germany since January 1999, and moved from its first 

Bonn address in Haus Carstanjen to the new UN campus in July 2006. The functions of the 

Secretariat are outlined in Article 23 key among which is to service the sessions of 

the Conference of Parties (COP) and its subsidiary bodies. This particular function includes a 

multitude of tasks, ranging from the preparation of substantive documentation, to making 

logistical arrangements for the holding of the sessions of the Conference of the Party. The 

Secretariat also provides assistance to affected developing country Parties to help facilitate their 

implementation of the Convention. It  also acts as custodian for the UNCCD reporting process 

and coordinates UNCCD activities with the secretariats of other relevant international bodies and 

conventions, like those of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and 

the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). 

1.1 Current priorities of the secretariat 

The overall aim of the Secretariat remains to service the COP and its subsidiary bodies in a 

manner that enables well-founded decision-making and successful action in advancing the 

implementation of the Convention and The Strategy. Particular attention is paid to, 

a. Increasing the political momentum 

Active promotion of the UNCCD, notably by linking scientific findings with political decision-

making, while supporting growing global commitment to sustainable land management.    

b. Moving towards global target-setting 

2012 national reporting on progress made in meeting the 10-year Strategy has led to the first 

systematic impact assessment under the UNCCD. This assessment and further development of 
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the reporting tools represent opportunities to introduce specific targets for the achievement of 

concrete results in addressing desertification, land degradation and drought. 

c. Improving conditions for national implementation 

d. Assisting country Parties in setting of voluntary national targets for achieving land 

degradation neutrality in accordance with  sustainable development goal 15. 

 Regional cooperation and coordination, efficient information exchange and targeted capacity-

building are critical for national success in addressing desertification, land degradation and 

drought2. 

2. The Global Mechanism (GM) 

The GM which is headed by a managing director was established in accordance with Article 21 

of the Convention and is a financial mechanism of the UNCCD that supports countries to 

mobilize financial resources and increase investments in sustainable land management, helping 

reverse, control and prevent desertification, land degradation and drought. The GM was 

established at the First Session of the Conference of the Parties (COP1) held in Rome, in 

September 1997. The GM works with country Parties to the UNCCD and a broad variety of 

international and regional partner institutions to enhance their understanding of new financing 

modalities, and make sustainable land management (SLM) a priority in the country’s domestic 

budget allocations3. 

2.1 Programmes of the GM 

The structure of the Global Mechanism combines regional and strategic programmes.  

                                            
2 The Secretariat 

http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/The-Secretariat/Pages/default.aspx 

3 Introduction to the GM 

http://global-mechanism.org/about-us/who-we-are 

http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/The-Secretariat/Pages/default.aspx
http://global-mechanism.org/about-us/who-we-are


E-learning: Introduction to the UNCCD 

UNCCD Capacity Building Marketplace 

 

6 
 

2.1.1 Regional Programmes 

The GM's regional programmes are aimed at supporting and coordinating country, regional and 

sub-regional activities.  

 There are GM regional programmes in: 

 East and Southern Africa; 

 West and Central Africa; 

 North Africa; 

 Asia and Pacific; and 

 Latin America and the Caribbean 

3. The Conference of the Parties (COP) 

The COP is the highest and the main decision-making body. It comprises of all Parties to the 

Convention. The first COP session was held in Rome in 1997. Up to 2001, meetings of the COP 

were held annually.  They are now held biennially. As the supreme body of the Convention the 

functions of the COP included; 

 Review of the entire UNCCD process  

 Taking decisions on  all matters 

 Making changes to the Convention itself 

 Establishing subsidiary bodies and other organs of the Convention 

3.1 The Bureau of the COP 

The Bureau of the COP comprises of a President and 9 Vice Presidents elected for a period of 

two years from among the representatives of the Parties with every geographical region being 

represented by at least two members. 

The Bureau of the COP has an important role in the UNCCD process also outside of the sessions, 

as it directs various aspects concerning the follow-up of the decisions of the COP. The COP 

Bureau is also often assigned to supervise specific, particularly demanding or sensitive tasks or 
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processes that are carried out between the COP sessions4 Indeed the COP Bureau generally 

oversees the UNCCD process between these COPs. 

The subsidiary bodies of the COP; 

4. The Committee on Science and Technology (CST) 

The CST is established by Article 24 of the Convention. It has been established to provide the 

COP with information and advice on scientific and technological matters relating to combating 

desertification and mitigating the effects of drought. It is assigned various advisory functions, 

including providing data and other information, to perform research and review as well as for 

technology and evaluation5. With the adoption of  10-year Strategy, the COP has transformed the 

operation of the CST by including the periodic organization of CST sessions in a predominantly 

scientific and technical conference-style format by the CST Bureau. Each session focuses on a 

defined priority theme.  

The CST has a Bureau which is elected to oversee the implementation of the CST programme 

between sessions. This Bureau is headed by a Chair and is comprised of Vice Chairs representing 

all Annexes of the Convention. 

The current priority areas of the CST include the following6; 

 Monitoring and Assessment 

 UNCCD Scientific Conferences 

 International Scientific Advice 

 Knowledge Management 

                                            
4 The Conference of the Parties 

http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/the-bodies/the-cop/Pages/default.aspx 

5 The Committee on Science and Technology 

http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/the-bodies/The-CST/Pages/default.aspx 

6 Information on the priority areas of work of the CST prior to the adoption of The Strategy  can be found under 

the following link: 

http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/the-bodies/The-CST/Pages/Previous-Thematic-Topics-

considered-by-the-CST.aspx 

http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/the-bodies/the-cop/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/the-bodies/The-CST/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/the-bodies/The-CST/Pages/Previous-Thematic-Topics-considered-by-the-CST.aspx
http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/the-bodies/The-CST/Pages/Previous-Thematic-Topics-considered-by-the-CST.aspx
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 Assisting countries in the setting of voluntary national targets to achieve land 

degradation neutrality 

5. The Committee for the Review of the Implementation of the Convention 

(CRIC) 

The CRIC was established as a standing subsidiary body of the COP. According to it terms of 

reference the CRIC shall assist the COP in the review of the implementation of the Convention 

under the authority and guidance of the COP, and as an integral part of the performance review 

and assessment of implementation system (PRAIS) established by the COP at its ninth session7.    

The CRIC has a Bureau headed by a Chair who is supported by Vice Chairs representing all five 

Annexes of the Convention. The Chair of the CRIC is automatically a member of the COP 

Bureau. The CRIC is elected for a period of two years. 

The CRIC after doing substantive review of the implementation process make recommendations 

for the consideration of the COP. All recommendations of the CST are first sent to the CRIC 

before their consideration by the COP.  

6. Ad-hoc bodies of the COP  

6.1 Committee of the Whole (CoW) is a body set up by the Conference of the Parties to 

facilitate discussions on specific issues during sessions of the COP. It is open to all delegates, 

hence its name. When the CoW finishes its work, it turns the resulting recommendations over to 

the COP plenary for further consideration and possible adoption. The CoW is headed by a Chair 

who is elected by the COP and serves as a member of the COP Bureau for the duration of the 

existence of the CoW of the session in question. 

6.2 Advisory Group on various matters may temporarily be stablished to discuss specific 

issues and make  recommendations to facilitate the decision making process as regards scientific, 

technical and technological and other issues important to the UNCCD process. When such 

                                            
7 A Short History of the Past CRIC Sessions 

http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/the-bodies/The-CRIC/Pages/default.aspx  

http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/the-bodies/The-CRIC/Pages/default.aspx
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groups are established their recommendations are then sent to the relevant subsidiary body 

(CRIC and or CST) which reviews the recommendations and may maintain them as 

recommendations or prepare them as draft decisions to be further considered by the COP. The 

CST passes on recommendations submitted to it to CRIC for its review and then further 

conveyance to the COP.  Decisions submitted directly to the CRIC are subjected to the same 

procedure. 

6.3 Contact groups are sometimes established to provide support to the CST and the CRIC in 

carrying out their work. Negotiations on key issues are usually conducted in contact groups, ad-

hoc working groups or “friends of the Chair” meetings to facilitate the decision making process. 

These groups are set-up by the respective Presidents or Chairpersons of the COP / CST / CRIC / 

CoW on would normally discuss  specific agendas seeking to reach consensus which may then 

be reflected in draft resolutions, recommendations, declarations, conclusions and decisions for 

the further consideration of the wider CST and CRIC and then forwarded to the COP for a final 

decision. 

Further reading: 

1. The text of the Convention 

2. Final reports of the Conferences of the Parties 

3. The COP 

4. The CRIC 

5. The CST 

 

http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/Pages/Text-overview.aspx
http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/official-documents/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/the-bodies/the-cop/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/the-bodies/The-CRIC/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.unccd.int/en/about-the-convention/the-bodies/The-CST/Pages/default.aspx

