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UNEP’s Global ENviroNmENtal alErt 
Service (GeAS) 
GEAS is a mechanism for identifying and communicating early warning information on 
emerging issues in areas ranging from climate change and ecosystem management to 
environmental governance and resource efficiency. The Global Environmental Alert Service 
continuously scans the scientific literature, analyses results of earth observations and other 
data sources to produce alerts on policy relevant environmental hotspots, environmental 
science, and near real-time environmental hazards. GEAS are widely distributed, reaching 
up to 300,000 individuals by emails and social media. By taking the pulse of the planet, 
GEAS enhances UNEP’s ability to provide regular, science based environmental updates 
to its Member States and the international community.

Public awareness on emerging environmental issues is recognized as a critical issue in 
the Future We Want, the outcome document of the 2012 United Nations Conference on 
Sustainable Development (Rio +20). However, the process of identifying emerging issues 
is not always straight forward. The very definition of an emerging issue is subjective. 
Different methods such as the Foresight process, Delphi method, and Horizon scanning 
tend to lead to different lists of emerging issues because of varying methodologies and 
different perspectives of participants.

For the purposes of GEAS, emerging issues are defined as issues that are:

• Critical to the environment. The issue can be either positive or negative but must 
be environmental in nature, or environmentally-related.

• Have a large impact. Issues should either be global, continental or ‘universal’ in 
nature (by ‘universal’ we mean an issue occurring in many places around the world).

• Recognized as ‘emerging’ based on newness, which can be the result of new 
scientific knowledge; new scales or accelerated rates of impact; heightened level 
of awareness; and, or, new ways to respond to the issue.
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aCkNowlEdGEmENts EXECUtivE sUmmary

UNEP’s monthly Global Environmental Alert (GEAS) bulletins 
‘take the pulse of the planet’ and widely distribute the findings 
about environmental events and trends to the public. The 
science about the state of the planet’s health is presented in 
highly readable language, accompanied by clear graphics and 
stunning satellite imagery.  The bulletins use sound scientific 
investigation to recognize important environmental trends 
and connect them to policy by uncovering the links to past 
human activity and the potential for future action. 

This 2013 Emerging Environmental Issues publication 
presents the 12 monthly bulletins in a single document, 
allowing readers to note and assess significant environmental 
events that took place that year. UNEP’s GEAS team carefully 
identified and selected these monthly issues by continuously 
scanning the scientific literature, focusing on policy relevant 
environmental hotspots, environmental science, and near 
real-time environmental hazards. They are organized around 
UNEP’s five themes: environmental governance, harmful 
substances and hazardous wastes, ecosystem management, 
climate change, disasters and conflicts, and resource efficiency. 
Each bulletin acknowledges UNEP’s team of authors and 
provides a full list of the scientific literature referenced.

The bulletins present the issues in an eminently understandable 
way by organizing the stories around four main questions: 
Why is this issue important? What are the findings? What are 
the implications for policy? and What can be done?

January’s story is about Transnational Environmental Crime, 
which refers to a number of common but ill-controlled 
offences, including the illegal trade in wildlife; illegal logging 
and its associated timber trade; illegal, unreported and 
unregulated (IUU) fishing; illegal trade in controlled chemicals 
(including ozone-depleting substances); the illegal disposal 
of hazardous waste; and newer environmental crimes such as 
the illegal trading of carbon and unlawful water management. 
Globally, such environmental crimes rank among the top ten 
for their value in illicit markets and more needs to be done 
to control them.

In February, the bulletin looked at the need for a better way 
to forecast dust storms and broadcast early warnings to 
help prevent and mitigate future risks and impacts of these 
devastating events. This need became evident after a massive 
dust storm engulfed Sydney, Australia in September 2009. 
The bulletin presents facts about the harmful impacts of such 
events and the science behind their occurrence, illustrates 
the story with impressive satellite images of major recent 

dust storms, and suggests future steps to improve early-
warning systems.

March’s bulletin is an overview of the impact of corruption 
on environmental governance, focusing on emissions trading 
mechanisms. These regulatory frameworks were set up to 
achieve the goals to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
laid out in the 1992 United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC). The system quantifies and 
commodifies GHG emissions to allow them to be exchanged 
among economic actors. When corrupt actors prioritize private 
benefits (examples include reselling and misreporting used 
carbon offsets, theft from national carbon emission registries, 
and tax fraud) it jeopardizes mitigation efforts and reduces 
the effectiveness of environmental governance.

In April, the bulletin looked at the aggressive invasion of 
water hyacinth and how to control it. This plant, native 
to South America, is now a major weed in more than 50 
countries in the world’s tropical and subtropical regions and 
climate change may allow it to spread to higher latitudes. 
The bulletin shows its destructive impacts on biodiversity 
and other environmental services, and on humans and their 
economies. It warns of the need for more intense monitoring, 
mitigation, and management measures to keep it in check.

Although usually associated with military weapons or 
surveillance tools, drones can also be low-cost and low-impact 
ways to manage ecosystems. May’s bulletin is about such ‘eco-
drones’ or ‘conservation drones’. Because they are very agile 
and have high-quality imaging abilities, they are being used 
effectively as mapping tools for monitoring environmental 
change and providing early warning. A number of challenges 
and concerns still need to be surmounted, however, including 
addressing technological capabilities and policy implications. 

In June, the bulletin examined how to balance economic 
development in the transboundary Lake Turkana basin 
without harming the environment known as the cradle 
of mankind. The watershed extends into Ethiopia, Kenya, 
South Sudan, and Uganda. Development activities, such 
as dam building and irrigation schemes, bring economic 
opportunities but also affect water levels and distribution. 
Sharing water can be a cause of conflict, but can also provide 
opportunities for cooperation. Transboundary agreements or 
other international arrangements more commonly associated 
with much larger shared basins would benefit this region if 
more dams and irrigation schemes are planned.
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The July issue discusses UNEP’s ongoing use of paired satellite 
images to document environmental change and inform a 
large audience of its findings. By comparing past and present 
images of the same place on the planet, its series of Atlases 
of Our Changing Environment has identified more than 200 
‘hotspots’ of dramatic large-scale environmental change, 
representing local places in more than 100 countries and 
on all seven continents. These ‘change pairs’ also identify 
‘hopespots’, which refer to areas where actions have led to, or 
are now making positive changes to the local environment. 
Accompanied by a short storyline and ground photos, 
these images can ultimately function as a unique decision-
support  tool.

The August issue warns that despite their global importance, 
mangroves are being lost rapidly and action is urgently needed 
to protect them. Mangrove forests are uniquely adapted to 
the interface between the sea and land. Among their many 
attributes, they protect coastal areas from tidal waves and 

cyclones and are among the most carbon-rich forests in the 
tropics. Their ecosystem services and support for coastal 
livelihoods worldwide are worth at least US $1.6 billion a year. 
This bulletin shows the many ways in which these forests are 
being destroyed and degraded and highlights ongoing and 
new opportunities to protect them and the communities 
they support. 

Like glaciers around the world, those in the tropical Andes are 
melting at an accelerated rate. The September bulletin looks 
at the evidence and impacts of the nexus of melting glaciers, 
dwindling water resources, and climate change in the region, 
with examples from Peru. It examines the scientific evidence 
of accelerated melting and discusses the causes, illustrated 
with numerous change-pair images. In addressing the issue, it 
examines the need for climate change modeling and policies, 
research, and actions towards adaptation and water rights.

The October issue asks: is municipal solid waste garbage or 
gold? With the world’s growing population and increased 
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