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1 The Global Environment Outlook (GEO) and its future in bringing the 

world’s environment under regular review

The still unfolding effects of the COVID-19 global health pandemic has presented humankind with new challenges, 
emphasized fundamental truths and enhanced need for critical review of human interaction with nature. For almost 
three decades now, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has endeavored to assess, analyze and 
report on a periodic basis; the states and trends of key global environmental aspects, associated policy effectiveness 
and outlooks for the future. This is a very important mandate of the organization and it has never been more crucial 
now. Through its flagship report: Global Environment Outlook (GEO), the world environment has been kept under 
regular review. In the fourth United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA-4), member states started a process of 
assessing how the future of this flagship report would look like. Through establishment of a thirty-seven member-
states-led committee, the steering committee was tasked with considering key aspects of the previous GEOs and 
the current global environmental assessment’s landscape in the context of UNEP’s science-policy interface to 
propose options that future GEO’s could take. This task could not be any timely. With a pandemic ravaging global 
economy, risking more degradation of the environment and hampering progress for the internationally agreed 
environmental goals and targets, now more than ever, there is urgent need to authoritatively inform policy through 
regular review of the global environment.

The member states led steering committee working on the future of GEO has made significant progress in fulfilling 
this UNEA-4 resolution. In the opening session of UNEA-5 conducted in February through virtual means, the 
committee presented an interim report on the future options of GEO. This was arrived at through an in-depth 
analysis of the current global assessment’s landscape and the broader UNEP’s science policy interface. Further the 
committee conducted broad consultations with Member states, UNEP-accredited stakeholders and assessment 
experts on key building blocks of potential GEO. The outcome of this work was discussed at a virtual workshop 
of the Committee where key criteria was used to design potential GEO options. Since the opening session of 
UNEA-5 happened virtually, the committee was allowed more time to continue its work and present a full options 
paper on the future of GEO at the resumed in-person session of UNEA-5 scheduled for February 2022 to allow 
for negotiations of the resolution by member states. Therefore, ever since this outcome the Steering Committee 
has designed a feasibility study on future of GEO to allow for assessment of three key aspects, the administrative 
consequences of the prosed options, the financial implications of the options and the collaborative consequences 
of each of the options. This will enable member states to make informed decision on the future option of GEO at 
the resumed session of UNEA-5.

The cost of conducting assessments varies with the scope and functions of the assessment among other variables. 
Additionally, previous GEOs collaborated with different partners to achieve specific outcomes along the assessment 
process and after for outreach and training. The administrative governance structure of GEO has remained relatively 
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the same over time with key advisory bodies overseeing the process for its scientific and policy relevance with 
UNEA remaining as the main authorizing body mandated to request a GEO. It is important to critically assess these 
implications on the proposed GEO options to realistically determine their feasibility. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has also enhanced online working and collaboration. This has a place in conducting future assessments. However, 
a closer implication on the output and the management of the process should be considered in the GEO-specific 
context to inform its applicability. The feasibility study will therefore be consulted on for inputs from key players and 
ensure accuracy of the findings. These findings will be considered in the final workshop of the steering committee 
where the final options paper on the future of GEO will be finalized and submitted for UNEA negotiations and 
decision. The virtual consultation on the GEO feasibility study aiming to assess the financial, administrative and 
collaborative aspects of the proposed options is planned for mid-September. If interested in this consultation, please 
contact franklin.odhiambo@un.org

Progress Update: Final Stages of GEO for Cities

The GEO for Cities report is moving on to its to final stage. The report 
has been reviewed by UNEPs Chief Scientist and eventually submitted 
to UNEPs Publishing Board for their approval. The draft report is on the 
copy-editing stage and the final document will be confirmed by the first 
week of September, the layout of the report will start off immediately.

There was a collaboration call between UNEP and UN Habitat to discuss 
the potential launch plans and date before communicating the exact date 
of the launch of this report, upon confirming the date, the proposed 
launch plan will be circulated to the whole team for discussion. A joint 
foreword of both UNEP and UN Habitat’s Executive Directors will be 
on the report and these will be drafted by the UNEP team which will 
then be reviewed by the team from UN Habitat. The potential Executive 

Summary will be discussed with Advisory Committee members, the final report title, cover and launch plan will 
also be on the agenda’s during this discussion.

Currently, the potential launch will be online, through a webinar, shortly before the COP15 meeting in 
Kunming.  This will allow us to add references to the GEO for Cities into the speaking points of UNEP 
senior leaders who will participate in the Convention on Biological Diversity meeting. 

Some outreach activities will be organized in several urban events in October. More information to come.
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