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GEO-6 Assessment Process

v What is the current state of the environment and why?
v How successful have we been in achieving our internationally 

agreed environmental goals?
v Have there been successful environmental policies?
v What are the policy lessons learned and possible solutions?
v Is the current policy response enough?
v What are the business as usual scenarios and what does a 

sustainable future look like?
v What are the emerging issues and megatrends including their 

possible impacts?
v What are the possible pathways to achieving Agenda 2030 

and other internationally agreed environmental goals?

The development of GEO-6 involved extensive collaboration both 
within UN Environment and between UN Environment and a 
network of multidisciplinary experts and research institutions.

The intergovernmental and multi-stakeholder consultation 
mentioned above (Oct. 2014) requested that experts for content 
development, including reviewers and advisory groups, be 
nominated by governments and other main stakeholders based 
on their expertise and using a transparent nomination process 
while considering geographic and gender balance.

The following three GEO-6 specialized advisory bodies were 
convened to support the assessment process:

High-Level Intergovernmental and Stakeholder 
Advisory Group

The panel included 25–30 high-level government representatives 
from all six UN Environment regions as well as 8-10 key 
stakeholders. The High-level Group provided strategic advice 
and initial guidance on the structure and content of the GEO-6 
Summary for Policymakers and further guidance to the experts 
in finalizing the draft Summary, in preparation for the final 
intergovernmental negotiation. 

Science Advisory Panel

The Panel included 22 distinguished scientists who met face 
to- face five times. The Panel was responsible for providing 
advice on the scientific credibility of the assessment process. The 
Panel provided scientific advice; standards and guidelines for the 
assessment and review process; and reviewed the findings of the 
mid-term evaluation of the assessment process. 

Assessment Methodologies, Data and 
Information Working Group

This working group of 12 professionals met face-to-face three 
times between 2015 and 2018 and provided support and 
guidance to the assessment process on the use of core datasets 
and indicators. 

This Summary for Policymakers is based on and consistent 
with the findings of the GEO-6 assessment. The GEO-6 
Summary for Policymakers was negotiated and endorsed at an 
intergovernmental meeting from 21 to 24 January 2019 in Nairobi, 
Kenya.

The sixth Global Environment Outlook (GEO-6), focusing 
on the theme “healthy planet, healthy people”, aims to help 
policymakers and all of society achieve the environmental 
dimension of the Sustainable Development Goals, internationally 
agreed environmental goals and the multilateral environmental 
agreements. It does so by assessing recent scientific information 
and data, analyzing current and past environmental policy, and 
identifying future options for achieving sustainable development by 
2050.

The original request to prepare GEO-6 came from Member states 
at the first session of the United Nations Environment Assembly 
of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), when, 
in paragraph 8 of resolution 1/4, the Executive Director of UNEP 
was requested, within the programme of work and budget, 
to undertake the preparation of the sixth Global Environment 
Outlook, supported by UNEP Live, with the scope, objectives 
and procedures of GEO-6 to be defined by a transparent global, 
intergovernmental and multi-stakeholder consultation informed 
by document UNEP/EA.1/INF/14, resulting in a scientifically 
credible, peer-reviewed GEO-6 and its accompanying summary for 
policymakers, to be endorsed by the Environment Assembly no 
later than in 2018.

At its third session, the Environment Assembly, in paragraphs 1 
and 2 of its decision 3/1, requested the Executive Director to issue 
the sixth Global Environment Outlook at least three months before 
the fourth session of the Assembly; to schedule the negotiations 
on the Summary for policymakers at least six weeks in advance 
of the fourth session of the Assembly; and to present the Outlook 
and the Summary for consideration and possible endorsement by 
the Assembly at its fourth session.

Scope

GEO-6 builds on previous GEO reports and continues to provide 
an analysis of the state of the global environment, the global, 
regional and national policy response as well as the outlook for 
the foreseeable future. It differs from previous GEO reports in its 
emphasis on Sustainable Development Goals and in providing 
possible means of accelerating achievement of these goals. GEO-
6 is made up of four distinct but closely linked parts.

v Part A assesses the state of the global environment in 
relation to key internationally agreed goals such as the 
Sustainable Development Goals. 

v Part B provides an analysis of the effectiveness of the policy 
response to these environmental challenges.

v Part C reviews the scenarios literature and assesses 
pathways towards achieving Agenda 2030 as well as 
achieving a truly sustainable world in 2050.

v Part D identifies future data and knowledge necessary to 
improve our ability to assess environmental impacts.

The GEO-6 also considers key policy questions. These include:

v What are the primary drivers of environmental change?
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1. What is the Global Environment Outlook?

Mainstreaming environmental considerations into social and 
economic decisions at all levels is of vital importance. In line 
with the Sustainable Development Goals, GEO-6 shows that 
environmental issues are best addressed in conjunction with 
related economic and social issues, taking into account synergies 
and trade-offs between different goals and targets, including 
consideration of equity and gender dimensions. Governance 
can be improved at the local, national, regional and global 
levels, including broad coordination between policy areas. More 
ambitious and effectively implemented environmental policies are 
necessary, but alone they are not sufficient to meet sustainable 
development objectives. At the same time as ensuring sustainable 
sources of financing for sustainable development and aligning 
financing flows with environmental priorities, capacities have to 
be strengthened and scientific information taken into account 
for environmental management. Strong commitment from all 
stakeholders, partnerships and international cooperation would 
greatly facilitate the realization of environmental goals.  
{Chapters 22, 23, 24}

GEO-6 shows that a healthy environment is the best foundation 
for economic prosperity, human health and well‐being. As 
figure SPM.1 illustrates, human behaviour has had various 
impacts on biodiversity, atmosphere, oceans, water and land. 
That environmental degradation, which ranges from serious 
to irreversible, has had a negative impact on human health. 
Atmospheric pollution has had the most severe negative impact, 
followed by degradation of water, biodiversity, ocean and land 
environment. It is therefore important that opportunities for 
prosperity and well-being that maintain or regain the integrity of 
ecosystems should be attained through sustainable development 
pathways that are shared and pursued globally. {24.4}

The following sections highlight the main global drivers of 
environmental change, the condition of the environment, the scale 
and effectiveness of policy responses, the potential pathways for 
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals in an increasingly 
complex world, and the data and information needs and 
opportunities that can support decision-making towards achieving 
those Goals. 

The Global Environment Outlook (GEO) is the result of a 
consultative and participatory process to prepare an independent 
assessment of the state of the environment, the effectiveness 
of the policy response in addressing environmental challenges 
and the possible pathways to achieving various internationally 
agreed environmental goals. The GEO is a series of studies that 
inform environmental decision-making for Governments and other 
stakeholders. {1.1}

The sixth Global Environment Outlook (GEO-6), under the theme 
“Healthy Planet, Healthy People”, aims to provide a sound, 
evidence-based source of environmental information to help 
policymakers and all of society to achieve the environmental 
dimension of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and 
internationally agreed environmental goals, and to implement the 
multilateral environmental agreements. It does so by assessing 
recent scientific information and data, analysing current and past 
environmental policies and identifying future options to achieve 
sustainable development by 2050. {1.1}

Since the first edition of the Global Environment Outlook (GEO) 
in 1997, there have been many examples of environmental 
improvement, especially where problems have been well-
identified, manageable, and where regulatory and technological 
solutions have been readily available. Much more can be achieved 
in that regard through more effective implementation of existing 
policies. {Chapters 12 to 17}

Nevertheless, the overall condition of the global environment has 
continued to deteriorate since the first edition of GEO, despite 
environmental policy efforts across all countries and regions. 
Environmental policy efforts are being hindered by a variety of 
factors, in particular unsustainable production and consumption 
patterns in most countries and climate change. GEO-6 concludes 
that unsustainable human activities globally have degraded the 
Earth’s ecosystems, endangering the ecological foundations of 
society. {Chapters 4 to 9}

Urgent action at an unprecedented scale is necessary to arrest 
and reverse this situation, thereby protecting human and 
environmental health and maintaining the current and future 
integrity of global ecosystems. Key actions include reducing land 
degradation, biodiversity loss, and air, land and water pollution; 
improving water management and resource management; climate 
change mitigation and adaptation; resource efficiency; addressing 
decarbonization, decoupling and detoxification; and the prevention 
and management of risk and disasters. Those all require more 
ambitious and effective policies, including sustainable consumption 
and production, greater resource efficiency and improved resource 
management, integrated ecosystem management, and integrated 
waste management and prevention.1 {Chapter 22}

1 This summary for policymakers uses confidence statements to better inform policymakers of the 
extent of evidence on a particular subject and the level of agreement across that evidence. Qualitative 
confidence statements used include the following: “well established” (much evidence and high 
agreement), “unresolved” (much evidence but low agreement), “established but incomplete” (limited 
evidence but good agreement) and “inconclusive” (limited or no evidence and little agreement). 
In addition, the higher confidence statements are sometimes further refined as follows: “very 
well established” (very comprehensive evidence base and very low disagreement) or “virtually 
certain” (very robust evidence base covering multiple temporal and spatial scales and almost no 
disagreement). Some statements providing quantitative confidence statements are also provided. 
Those include the following: “likely” (greater than 66 per cent probability) and “very likely” (greater than 
90 per cent probability).
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NOTE: Dotted arrows show how things may be experienced differently in various parts of the world
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 Figure SPM.1. Relationship between planetary health and human health
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2. What is happening to our environment  
and how have we responded? 

regions of the world (well established). Nevertheless, the “Grow 
now, clean up later” economic approach used in certain regions 
has not accounted for climate change, pollution or degraded 
natural systems. That approach has also contributed to increasing 
inequality within and between countries and will ultimately be more 
costly. It will not be able to sustainably support 10 billion healthy, 
fulfilled and productive people in 2050 without profound and urgent 
changes in consumption and production patterns. {2.5.1}

Decoupling of environmental degradation and resource 
use from economic growth and associated production and 
consumption patterns is required for achievement of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (well established). Partial 
decoupling between environmental pressures and economic 
growth can already be observed for some impacts and resources 
in certain countries. Further decoupling requires the scaling-up of 
existing sustainable practices and more fundamental transitions 
in the ways in which we produce, consume and dispose of goods 
and materials across society. Those transitions are likely to be 
more effective if supported by long-term, comprehensive, science-
based targets that provide the objective basis for future directions 
and actions. {2.5.1}

The growth in technological innovation since the 1990s has 
been unprecedented, both globally and historically, bringing 
many benefits to people’s lives, but has also had some negative 
consequences (established but incomplete). Some technological 
and social innovations can reduce the environmental pressures 
associated with unsustainable consumption and production. 
Enhancing access to existing environmental technologies that 
are adapted to domestic circumstances could help countries to 
achieve environmental objectives more quickly. Application of 
precautionary approaches, according to international agreements 
(where applicable), to new technological innovations can reduce 
unintended negative consequences for human and ecosystem 
health. {2.6.2, 2.6.3, 2.6.4} 

Countries that prioritize low-carbon, resource-efficient practices 
may gain a competitive advantage in the global economy 
(established but incomplete). Well-designed environmental 
policies and appropriate technologies and products can often 
be implemented in tandem at limited or no cost to growth and 
competitiveness and can expand the capacity of countries to 
develop and diffuse innovative technologies. That may be positive 
for employment and development, while reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions and, ultimately, facilitating sustainable development 
(established but incomplete). {2.5.1}

Climate change is a priority issue affecting both human 
systems, including human health, and natural systems – air, 
biological diversity, freshwater, oceans and land – and which 
alters the complex interactions between those systems (well 
established). Historical and ongoing greenhouse gas emissions 
have committed the world to an extended period of climate 
change (well established), which is leading to global warming of 
air and ocean; rising sea-levels; melting glaciers, permafrost and 
Arctic sea ice; changes in carbon, biogeochemical and global 
water cycles; food security crises; fresh water scarcity; and 

2.1 Drivers of environmental change, 
megatrends and governance challenges 

Human population dynamics or trends, particularly population 
pressure, and economic development have been acknowledged 
for many decades as the primary drivers of environmental 
change (well established). More recently, rapid urbanization 
and accelerating technological innovation have been additional 
influences. There are wide disparities globally in the consumption 
and production patterns that lie behind those drivers. {2.1.1, 2.2} 

Those driving forces are also strongly intertwined, complex, and 
spread widely and unevenly across the world (well established). 
They are megatrends, developing at speeds with which responses 
by established governance structures at all levels – urban and 
rural, local, national, regional, global and supranational – are thus 
far insufficient to keep pace. {2.1.1} 

The global population in 2018 is some 7.5 billion, with median 
projections estimating nearly 10 billion by 2050 and nearly 
11 billion by 2100 (United Nations figures) (well established). 
Increases in life expectancy and reductions in infant and other 
mortality mean that population growth rates will continue to 
remain positive in all regions except Europe and certain parts of 
Asia. Unequal access to education, and lack of empowerment of 
women, as well as their lack of access to sexual and reproductive 
health services, all contribute to high birth rates. Without changes 
in production and consumption patterns, population growth will 
continue to increase environmental pressures. {2.3, 2.3.4, 2.1.1} 

Urbanization is happening at an unprecedented rate globally 
and cities have become the foremost drivers of economic 
development across the world (well established). More people, 
especially in emerging and developing economies, are living in 
cities and towns, and the world’s urban population is expected to 
rise to 66 per cent by 2050 (well established). Approximately 90 
per cent of city growth will occur in Africa and Asia. Africa is the 
most rapidly urbanizing region, and is also the region expected to 
experience the highest population growth (well established). Some 
30 per cent of urban residents globally have no access to basic 
services or social protection, with poor women in low-income 
urban neighbourhoods being particularly vulnerable. {2.4, 2.4.3}

Almost all coastal cities of any size and small island developing 
States are increasingly vulnerable to rising sea-levels, floods 
and storm surges caused by climate change and extreme 
weather events (established but incomplete). In general, those 
cities in developing countries that are urbanizing most rapidly 
are in a more vulnerable situation. In contrast, sustainable 
urbanization can represent an opportunity to increase citizens’ 
well-being while decreasing their environmental impact. Lower-
impact urban lifestyles can be facilitated by improved governance, 
infrastructure, services, sustainable land-use planning and 
technological opportunities. Investment in rural areas can reduce 
pressure to migrate. {2.4.4, 17.3} 

Economic development has lifted billions of people out of 
poverty and enhanced access to health and education in most 
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