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SUMMARY 

The present report, prepared pursuant to document 39 C/46, 
39 C/Resolution 15 and 209 EX/Decision 5.I.B, provides a 
summary of a recent evaluation, namely the Evaluation of the 
UNESCO Strategy for Action on Climate Change (2018-2021). 
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INTRODUCTION 

1. The Internal Oversight Service (IOS) herewith presents a summary of a recent assessment of 
the UNESCO Strategy for Action on Climate Change (2018-2021). The full evaluation report is 
available on the IOS website: https://en.unesco.org/about-us/ios. 

2. The UNESCO Strategy for Action on Climate Change (2018-2021) was adopted by the 
UNESCO General Conference in November 2017. It was accompanied by a Declaration of Ethical 
Principles in relation to Climate Change, adopted at the same conference, which focuses specifically 
on the need to approach this struggle from an ethical point of view. While the 2017 Strategy is a 
natural follow-up to the previous UNESCO Strategy for Action on Climate Change adopted in 2008, 
it is part of an international drive to renew commitments to climate protection and the reduction of 
greenhouse gas producing activities. Thus, through this new Strategy, UNESCO wished to align its 
climate action with the objectives of the United Nations 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and the Paris Agreement on Climate Change, both adopted in 2015.  

3. From its inception, the Strategy provided for a final evaluation of its implementation, in 
cooperation with IOS, 1  and the Executive Board reiterated this request in October 2020 
(209 EX/Decision 5.I.B). Therefore, as the Strategy expires in December 2021, the Natural Sciences 
Sector (SC), as co-manager of the task force, commissioned the evaluation in mid-2020, so that its 
findings could inform the possible preparation of a new version of the Strategy.   

4. The evaluation was conducted by IOS in close collaboration with a team of external evaluators. 
The objective was to assess the relevance and effectiveness of the Strategy, to identify its added 
value and to reflect on the appropriateness of its renewal. The evaluation aimed to inform any future 
decisions regarding the progressive integration of climate change action into UNESCO’s 
programmes. The findings of this evaluation are particularly relevant as it was undertaken in parallel 
with the preparation of UNESCO’s Medium-Term Strategy for 2022-2029 (41 C/4), and its 
conclusions could inform the preparation of the Programme and Budget for 2022-2025 (41 C/5), 
particularly in regard to the new strategic objective concerning the environment proposed in draft 
document 41 C/4.  

5. The evaluation took place from September 2020 to May 2021, in a very uncertain environment 
marked by the COVID-19 pandemic. IOS developed a set of guidelines for the conduct of all its 
evaluations, most notably concerning the health and safety of all involved. Thus, all the data for the 
evaluation of the Strategy was collected remotely. While there are limitations to this approach, the 
evaluation team was able to consult with a wide range of stakeholders around the world, including 
by using virtual means to undertake case studies on the work of three field offices, and by respecting 
a balanced gender representation. This enabled a broad and inclusive consultation at a reduced 
cost. The evaluation was also conducted in accordance with the United Nations Evaluation Group 
(UNEG) Norms and Standards for Evaluation, based in particular on approaches guided by 
consideration of gender equality and the safeguarding of human rights. 

6. The evaluation used a rigorous methodology based on a mixed approach to data collection, in 
which information gathered through different data collection methods is cross-checked to derive the 
most robust and reliable evidence. The methods applied included:   

• A review of documents  

• A reconstruction workshop for the theory of a change in the Strategy 

• An online survey of the National Commissions for UNESCO in all Member States (32% 
response rate)    

                                                
1  UNESCO Strategy for Action on Climate Change (2018-2021), paragraph 87.  

https://en.unesco.org/about-us/ios
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000373889_eng.nameddest=5.I
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000378083_eng
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• 89 qualitative interviews with UNESCO staff, government representatives, experts, 
partners and beneficiaries, some of whom are among UNESCO’s priority groups (women, 
youth, Africa, small island developing States (SIDS))  

• Three case studies of activities relevant to the Strategy were undertaken in the UNESCO 
Offices in Harare, Jakarta and Kingston. 

KEY FINDINGS  

A strategy aligned with international priorities  

7. Ninety-two per cent of UNESCO’s Member States consider climate change to be a priority 
issue that needs to be addressed. They call on international organizations to reflect upon the best 
way to do this and propose viable solutions. UNESCO addressed this issue by adopting its Strategy 
for Action on Climate Change in 2017.  

8. The Strategy is in line with the guiding principles for combating climate change established in 
2015 in the Paris Agreement and the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction, to which the 
majority of States have committed. It also contributes to the achievement of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, by working towards the implementation of the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), in particular SDG target 4.7 on education for sustainable development, SDG 13 on 
action to combat climate change, SDG 14 on ocean conservation and SDG target 16.10 on access 
to information. It also contributes secondarily to the environmental objectives contained in the 
Agenda 2063 of the African Union. The Strategy puts UNESCO’s know-how and technical expertise 
in education, science, culture and communication at the service of strong action to address the 
climate emergency. 

Particular attention given to UNESCO’s priority groups, but additional efforts required in 
relation to women’s specific needs 

9. The Strategy is also aligned with UNESCO’s internal priorities, in that it advocates for the 
special interests and needs of certain priority groups: Africa, women and wider gender equality, 
indigenous peoples, youth and SIDS. These populations are often more impacted by the effects of 
climate change. A review of the various initiatives undertaken by UNESCO showed that a special 
effort has been made to integrate these populations into activities and decision-making processes, 
although the degree of integration varies according to the location and programme. With regard to 
gender equality, attention to women and girls was often limited to the issue of their representation 
and numbers, rather than differentiating the potential effects of climate change on them. The projects 
rarely led to in-depth transformations regarding gender (reactive or transformative as defined by 
UNESCO).2 This is why all sectors should increase their efforts to further integrate women and 
gender equality considerations into their project design (Recommendation 3).  

A tool for legitimizing UNESCO’s action on climate change 

10. The evaluation found that few Member States knew about the Strategy itself, thinking it was 
more of a tool for staff to justify and prioritize their projects related to the issue of climate change. 
Nevertheless, the Member States surveyed considered the four themes around which the Strategy 
is organized (education, scientific cooperation, culture and inclusive social development) to be 
relevant. However, they indicated that they would need more support from the Organization to better 
integrate social and ethical considerations into their environmental policies (Recommendation 4).  

11. Member States appreciate UNESCO’s work. They have a particular interest in the activities 
carried out by the programme sectors and the Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission (IOC) 
to implement this Strategy. Often they are acting within the mandate they were pursuing prior to its 
adoption. It is true that the existence of the Strategy has legitimized and given greater visibility to the 
                                                
2  As defined by the UNESCO Priority Gender Equality Action Plan for 2014-2021 (GEAP II) 
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actions already undertaken by the sectors and IOC within their respective programmes, but it has 
also allowed the development of new ones. The evaluation identified a total of 221 projects that 
directly contributed to the implementation of the Strategy between January 2018 and early 2021. 
There has also been a steady increase in the number of climate change related activities, particularly 
in the field offices.  

A strategy highlighting UNESCO’s comparative advantages 

12. Thanks to these numerous interventions, UNESCO has succeeded in accompanying States in 
the fight against climate change. In order to do so, it has made good use of its reputation and 
normative action to establish standards in the fields of education, communication and ethics to guide 
the work of various professions around the world. Its ability to bring together and enable cooperation 
not only among scientists, but also between scientists and public policymakers is a strength of the 
Organization and one of its added values. The evaluation encourages UNESCO to pursue this action 
and to further involve and inform the public on these discussions in order to establish a real 
connection between scientists, policymakers and populations. This would not only make scientific 
data accessible to citizens around the world, but would also increase their participation in the 
decision-making process to address this issue.   

Inadequate follow-up and communication to present the achieved results  

13. On the strength of its partnerships with various actors, both internationally and nationally, 
UNESCO has often been able to maintain its projects over the long term and ensure greater 
involvement of local partners in projects to guarantee their sustainability. Nevertheless, the 
Organization struggles to communicate the results of these activities. The current monitoring and 
evaluation system does not allow for the measurement of long-term effects of activities. The existing 
monitoring and evaluation systems should be adapted in order to better reflect the scope and 
effectiveness of UNESCO’s response to climate change and the impact of its activities on people 
(Recommendation 2). By better capturing the results achieved, UNESCO could also better 
communicate its work, benefit from increased visibility and be further recognized as an actor that 
can contribute to the fight against climate change (Recommendation 7), including among donors. 

Strategic partnerships are essential given UNESCO’s limited resources 

14. As the Strategy has never been endowed with its own funds, its implementation has been 
funded exclusively by extrabudgetary resources. As a result, the sectors and field offices have had 
to increase their resource mobilization efforts to finance their climate change activities. The case 
studies suggest that collaboration with local partners, other United Nations agencies and the drafting 
of regional strategies that explain UNESCO’s contribution to environmental protection have helped 
facilitate resource mobilization. This, however, was a significant challenge for field offices, which 
have neither sufficient expertise nor the means to do it alone. UNESCO should review and 
strengthen these partnerships, to identify those most relevant to its work and be able to support them 
better in meeting their climate change objectives and financing their work (Recommendation 5).  

Activities mainly focused on adaptation to the detriment of mitigation 

15. The Strategy has two components: helping States to adapt to climate change on the one hand, 
and mitigating its effects on the other. However, the evaluation notes that UNESCO has focused 
more on addressing adaptation and less on the mitigation of the effects of climate change. This 
derives from the Organization’s choice to focus on behavioural changes in order to “change minds, 
not the climate”, as advocated by the Strategy’s motto. This choice has led to significant progress in 
adaptation and UNESCO’s work in this area is recognized by both partners and Member States. 
Nevertheless, the latter have expressed an increased interest in identifying climate change mitigation 
methods, and in particular the issue of energy transition. Thus, they would like UNESCO to explore 
this subject further (Recommendation 7).   
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Intersectoral cooperation is on the rise but still insufficient 

16. Finally, in terms of organization, the Strategy provided for the establishment of an intersectoral 
task force to implement the Strategy and to facilitate climate work between sectors. However, the 
large size and informal nature of this task force made such intersectoral work difficult. It is particularly 
effective in representing UNESCO at international events such as the Conference of the Parties 
(COP) to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), in order to 
present UNESCO’s best projects and their relevance, but it is still struggling to facilitate joint action 
by the programme sectors in the implementation of these projects. Such intersectoral cooperation 
could only be observed in field offices, whose human scale undoubtedly facilitates this type of 
initiative. That said, the lack of coordination at Headquarters points to the need to establish a formal 
coordination structure to oversee UNESCO’s climate action and ensure the coherence of its 
interventions (Recommendation 1). 

CONCLUSIONS 

17. In conclusion, the evaluation has established the importance, relevance and effectiveness of 
UNESCO’s actions to address climate change. The Organization has been able to place all its 
sectors at the service of this cause and deploy the necessary technical assistance to States in order 
to support them in this new phase of the implementation of the sustainable development agenda. It 
has also enabled the dissemination of new scientific ideas and data to the largest possible number 
of people, both citizens and experts. However, its work has been hampered by a lack of coordination 
within the Organization and a significant lack of resources. The Strategy intended to fill a gap in the 
previous C/5 documents that did not explicitly refer to addressing climate change as part of the 
expected results of all sectors, and to signal UNESCO’s commitment to climate issues. As the new 
draft document 41 C/4 contains a strategic objective on the environment (strategic objective 2), one 
of the components of which would be the fight against climate change (outcome 3), the evaluation 
does not necessarily recommend the renewal of the Strategy, but rather advises the establishment 
of a more robust structure that will oversee all of UNESCO’s actions in order to give them greater 
coherence and readability. UNESCO will have to continue its action within the framework of its 
programme activities as prescribed by document 41 C/5. The recommendations presented above 
should help it to achieve its objectives. 

Proposed draft decision 

18. In light of the above, the Executive Board may wish to adopt a decision along the following 
lines:   

The Executive Board 

1. Recalling document 39 C/46, 39 C/Resolution 15 and 209 EX/Decision 5.I.B, 

2. Having examined document 212 EX/8, 

3. Welcomes the evaluation of the UNESCO Strategy for Action on Climate Change (2018-
2021) and takes note with satisfaction of its findings and recommendations;  

4. Calls upon all Member States and donors to support the implementation of UNESCO’s 
activities relating to climate change;  

5.  Invites the Director-General to enable follow-up to all the recommendations as set out in 
the Annex to document 212 EX/8. 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000378083_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000380868_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000259255_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000260889_eng.nameddest=15
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000373889_eng.nameddest=5.I
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ANNEX 

MANAGEMENT RESPONSE 

Recommendations Management Response 

Recommendation 1:  
High priority 
UNESCO needs a coordinating structure to 
support the planning and implementation of 
UNESCO’s climate change related work including 
as captured in the 41 C/4 Strategic Objective 2 
and 41 C/4 Outcome 3 “Enhance knowledge for 
climate action, biodiversity, water and ocean 
management and disaster risk reduction”. Its 
purpose should be to provide leadership and 
guidance for accelerating cross-sectoral 
collaboration and interdisciplinarity across Major 
Programmes and the IOC.  

Addressed to: the Bureau of Strategic Planning 
(BSP) in collaboration with the Natural Sciences 
Sector (SC) 

Accepted 
As part of the preparations for the implementation 
of documents 41 C/4 and 41 C/5, internal 
coordination mechanisms and appropriate 
structures will be defined to ensure programme 
delivery and achievement of all C/4 Outcomes, 
including Outcome 3.  These structures should be 
defined and will become operational in 
accordance with the final decision/approval by the 
General Conference of documents 41 C/4 and 
41 C/5. 

Recommendation 2:  
High priority 
UNESCO should develop and adapt its Monitoring 
and Evaluation (M&E) system to improve the 
tracking of outcome level results from its climate 
change activities across all Major Programmes 
and the IOC in the next 41 C/5, with particular 
attention to cross-cutting priorities. 
Addressed to: the Bureau of Strategic Planning 
(BSP 

Accepted 
UNESCO is updating its internal Monitoring and 
Reporting system (SISTER) to the new Result 
Framework to ensure accurate reporting at both 
Output and Outcome levels as well as regarding 
the implementation of cross-cutting priorities and 
actions, as approved by the Member States. A 
dedicated marker in SISTER for document 41 C/5 
will allow clear tracking of UNESCO’s climate 
related work. 

Recommendation 3:  
Medium priority 
UNESCO should strengthen its efforts aimed at 
mainstreaming gender equality in UNESCO’s 
climate change activities.  
Addressed to: the Programme Sectors and IOC in 
collaboration with the Gender Equality Division 

 

Accepted 
UNESCO has been increasing steadily its efforts 
in mainstreaming gender equality in climate 
change programmes and initiatives. Draft 
document 41 C/5 recognizes that “Vulnerability 
and poverty are closely aligned with gender 
equality, and women therefore are more 
frequently victims of the effects of climate change 
and natural hazards than are men”. A stronger 
gender transformative component will therefore 
be part of the programmes addressing Climate 
Change since the programming phase. Finally, a 
specific performance indicator is now included in 
the result framework of document 41 C/5 and 
funds will be earmarked for clear tracking. Closer 
coordination will be forged with the Division for 
Priority Gender Equality. 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000378083_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000378083_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000378083_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000380868_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000378083_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000380868_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000380868_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000380868_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000380868_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000380868_eng
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Recommendation 4:   
Medium priority 
UNESCO should review its programmatic work to 
address an area where Member States seek 
additional guidance and support, particularly 
policy advice: inclusive social development. 
Addressed to: the Social and Human Sciences 
Sector (SHS) 

Accepted  
As specified in draft document 41 C/5, building 
climate change resilience and long-term 
sustainability requires putting inclusive social 
development and transformations at the core, to 
ensure a fair transition. By mobilizing the Social 
and Human Sciences, UNESCO will reinforce its 
capacities to help Member States understand 
better complex interconnected systems (social-
economic-environmental-digital), to build resilient 
and inclusive societies. It will do so by promoting 
a people-centred approach that enhances human 
dignity and compassion, emphasizing vulnerable 
groups, including women, girls, and youth. 
To this end, SHS is reframing the strategy of 
MOST, its intergovernmental science programme 
on the management of social transformations, 
committed to an improved nexus between 
knowledge and policy. It will reinforce “BRIDGES”, 
the MOST programme’s international coalition for 
action in sustainability science and sustainable 
development. Finally, SHS’s Recommendation on 
the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence, which is 
currently under negotiation, will ensure that 
Member States have an ethical framework to 
ensure that AI technologies and digital 
transformations promote human rights, 
sustainable development, and environmental 
sustainability. 

Recommendation 5:  
High priority 
The Task Team should review UNESCO’s diverse 
partnerships in relation to climate change, in light 
of climate change priorities in the next 41 C/4 and 
41 C/5 documents, to identify appropriate partners 
to nurture, maintain and expand in order to both 
co-implement and finance its climate-related work. 
Addressed to: programme sectors and IOC in 
collaboration with the Bureau of Strategic 
Planning (BSP).    

Accepted 
As mentioned in draft document 41 C/5, UNESCO 
will reinforce its inter-agency collaboration to 
deliver as One UN by avoiding duplication and 
creating synergy among agencies’ interventions in 
the field of climate change, building on its holistic 
mandate. Collaboration with UN agencies such as 
WMO, UNEP and the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and 
the IPCC on climate change will complement 
UNESCO’s expertise. The recent partnership with 
the Adaptation Fund allows interagency 
cooperation at a different scale. UNESCO will 
further explore partnerships for financial support 
from this and other vertical funds for its activities, 
notably for climate change adaptation. As part of 
the overall efforts to adequately resource outcome 
3, further efforts will be deployed to identify donors 
and partners, through the task force and all across 
the Programme Sectors.  

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000380868_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000378083_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000380868_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000380868_eng
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Recommendation 6:  
Medium priority 
UNESCO should develop a tailored 
communication strategy to bring greater external 
visibility to its work and achievements in 
supporting global research on climate change, as 
well as its support to Member States in meeting 
their international climate change commitments.  
Addressed to: the Programme Sectors and IOC in 
collaboration with the Division of Public 
Information. 

Accepted  
Efforts will be deployed to elaborate a 
communication strategy targeting in particular 
Climate change, depending on available 
resources to that effect. In parallel, more visibility 
will be granted to specific initiatives, notably in the 
field addressing climate adaptation and mitigation 
through for example the network of designated 
sites, policy dialogues on biodiversity, water, DRR 
issues.  UNESCO will continue to support, 
strengthen and make visible its Climate Change 
adaptation activities related to operational use of 
tools and methodologies and to mitigation. 

Recommendation 7:   
Medium priority 
UNESCO should pursue its work on climate 
adaptation but also strengthen its mitigation 
programming, highlighting how its IHP and MAB 
programmes can support Member States’ growing 
interest in an energy transition. 
Addressed to: the Natural Sciences Sector (SC) in 
collaboration with the Division of Public 
Information. 

Accepted  
In addition to the current efforts to work and 
mobilize support around climate mitigation, 
through large-scale projects, UNESCO will 
leverage its Intergovernmental Bodies and 
networks of Chairs and category 2 centres to 
provide its inputs to climate mitigation initiatives.  
As mentioned in draft document 41 C/5, 
“UNESCO will maximize its comparative 
advantage by combining its expertise in the 
natural sciences, earth, ocean, water and 
ecological sciences with its mandate in education, 
social and human sciences, communication, 
information and heritage preservation to reach out 
to communities, private sector, governments and 
other UN agencies to combine effort to combat 
climate change and anticipate natural hazards, for 
the benefit of resilient societies. UNESCO plans to 
further promote knowledge co-production 
initiatives involving indigenous peoples and 
scientific knowledge, aimed at halting, restoring, 
and reversing the current trajectory of biodiversity 
loss, natural ecosystem destruction and climate 
change. The role of UNESCO’s designated sites 
will be more and more emphasized. 
However, support to an energy transition per se is 
outside of the mandate of UNESCO. Moreover, 
UNESCO does not have the in-house expertise to 
focus on this support. Nevertheless, UNESCO 
could bring on board partners within designated 
sites to provide support to countries. 
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