
1

Development of and Mechanism for 

Implementation of MEAs 

- An Overview -

Robert Wabunoha

Legal officer 
UNEP Division of Environmental Law and Conventions/

Regional Office for Africa



2

Introduction 

Â Multilateral Environmental Agreements (MEAs): a generic 

term used for treaties, conventions, protocols and other binding 
instruments related to environment applying to more than 2 
States 

Â MEAs result from international action by States to develop 
standards through treaties or soft law instruments, 
intergovernmental fora, declarations, resolutions and conference 
documents

Â Foundation of many MEAs and treaties are a result of:

üscientific findings

üevaluation of policy options

üprioritization of issues

üreflection of stakeholderôs view - pressure groups

üagreed terms among policy makers
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Introduction

ÂMore than 500 MEAs = negotiated at global, 

regional, sub-regional and bilateral scope

ÂSome of the MEAs duplicate each other in several 

aspects:
ïPersonnel, institutional, policy and implementation leading to 

weak or inadequate implementation

ÂInternational communityôs focus has now shifted 

to implementation of agreed  norms and policies, 

monitor and foster their compliance and 

implementation



4

Nature of MEAs
Â MEAs can be binding when they are ratified and acceded to by 

States or non-binding also referred to as ñsoft law instrumentsò

Â non-binding instruments include declarations, action plans, 
principles, guidelines, codes of conduct, recommendations, while 
binding include treaties, conventions, agreements, protocols, etc

Â goodwill of States is expected to ensure compliance, no sanction 
can be undertaken to compel States to comply if they choose not to

Â some MEAs have own compliance and enforcement mechanism to 
ensure compliance and to deal with violations ïMontreal,  CITES, 
Basel, Lusaka Agreement

Â Some treaties, however, have mechanisms to assist parties -
including funding, dispute settlement mechanisms, non compliance 
procedures
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Objectives of MEAs
Â MEAs were developed to address or promote sustainable 

development and international co-operation, such as in:

ü natural resource management, conservation, use,  protection, 
pollution control, quality control, risk management, protecting 
human health and cultural and aesthetic values; controlling over 
exploitation 

ü general or specific policy commitments, setting environmental 
principles, establishing rules, procedures, institutional 
arrangements, setting up funding structures, norms and standards

ü MEAs also balance economic, social and environmental 
concerns

Ç Post Rio MEAs (CBD, UNFCCC, UNCCD, PIC, POP)  
incorporate sustainable development principles: inter-generation 
equity, precautionary, polluter pays etc.
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Clusters of MEAs

Â MEAs can be divided in four main clusters:

1. biodiversity and land related conventions:CBD, 

Ramsar, UNCCD, CITES, CMS, Heritage, Maputo, 

Lusaka

2. atmospheric related conventions:UNFCC, Kyoto, é

3. chemical and hazardous waste conventions:Basel, 

POPs, PIC, Ozone, Bamako

4. international water conventions:UNCLOS, (UN Water 

Convention, draft UN aquifers law), (Ramsar), IMO, 

MARPOL, Nairobi and Abidjan, Mediterranean, 

transboundary river basin agreements


