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I. Background

Sea level rise is one of the most pressing challenges facing the international community,
threatening approximately 1 billion people worldwide, particularly those living in coastal
regions. Since 1890, global sea levels have risen by 8-9 inches due to melting glaciers, ice sheets,
and thermal expansion as the Earth warms. Under high-emission scenarios or continued human
activity, predictions indicate that sea levels could rise by 1 meter by 2100, with impacts expected
to persist for the foreseeable future. As seen in recent years, recent storm surges have caused
water levels to rise rapidly and reach further inland, affecting more nations. The consequences of
this pressing issue extend beyond flooding; coastal infrastructure, including power plants, water
supplies, transportation systems, and sewage facilities, poses a major risk. Approximately 10
percent of the world's population lives in areas less than 10 meters above sea level, and about
two-thirds of major cities are situated in these regions. Beyond 2100, the consequences of
sea-level rise are likely to cause large populations to relocate to higher elevations.

The World Meteorological Organization, the World Economic Forum, and the World
Bank Blogs all state that sea level rise poses an existential threat to low-lying island nations.
Many of these states have average elevations of only a few meters above current sea level,
leaving them especially susceptible to overflow, land loss, and saltwater intrusion of freshwater
supplies and agricultural lands. Nations such as Kiribati, Tuvalu, the Marshall Islands, the
Maldives, and parts of the Pacific and Indian Oceans are among the most vulnerable, some
facing the possible loss of territory and traditional ways of life within decades.

Additionally, as reported by Inside Climate News and Discover Wildlife, in places like
Kiribati and Tuvalu, rising sea levels have already led to coastal erosion, the displacement of
villages, and saltwater intrusion, threatening drinking water and food security. Some
communities have been forced to move farther inland or undertake dramatic adaptation projects,
while others negotiate relocation agreements or seek land in neighboring countries for future
resettlement.

In the Seychelles, although its elevation is generally higher than many atoll nations,
climate change still threatens critical coastal infrastructure, reinforcing the need for sustainable
development and climate finance to build resilience.

Sea-level rise is also increasingly linked to displacement and migration. The United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) recognizes that climate-related disasters are
already forcing communities to move. In low-lying island states, long-term relocation may
become unavoidable, raising complex legal and human rights questions about sovereignty and
statelessness. Additionally, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) warns that saltwater
intrusion into coastal soils and freshwater systems reduces crop yields and contaminates
irrigation supplies. In regions such as Southeast Asia and parts of West Africa, where rice and
staple crops are grown in low-lying areas, rising seas directly threaten food security and
livelihoods.
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Beyond these immediate environmental consequences, rising sea levels pose serious
economic and geopolitical challenges. Various coastal regions are often hubs for trade, tourism,
and development; these floods and changes to weather patterns can severely damage
infrastructure and affect the economies of these nations. Small Island Developing States (SIDS),
whose economies rely on tourism and fishing, are directly and concretely affected by this
environmental crisis. As beaches erode and are destroyed, tourism starts to decrease.

Sea-level rise also presents some unprecedented legal questions. If territories become
unlivable, questions are brought up discussing maritime boundaries and exclusive economic
zones, or the 200-mile radius around a nation where they have the ability to explore and extract
resources, and national borders. (NOAA 2020) While statehood is usually tied to a nation's
territory, climate change challenges this principle because coastal and island nations are losing
land. Because climate change and rising sea levels challenge these principles, the international
community may have to revise legal concepts of sovereignty and develop protections for
populations displaced by environmental factors, such as rising sea levels. (UN 2025)

Furthermore, developing these nations to better respond to climate change is extremely
costly and requires resources that many vulnerable nations don't have. Without equal funding,
international cooperation, and a policy framework that represents all nations, global inequality
will rise, and these nations will not receive the support they need.

U.N. Involvement

According to a 2024 Arctic Council study on rising sea levels, the global rate has
increased by 50% over the past 30 years. While we tend to focus on the upward trend in sea
levels, the overwhelming consequences of flooding affect coastal areas that are overlooked in the
big picture (Arctic Council). Understanding this rising issue as a global threat, the UN took
immense action to reverse these levels before it’s too late. The United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP) has developed protocols, resolutions, and initiatives to protect coral reefs
worldwide, which are suffering from the effects of rising sea levels. In establishing the
International Coral Reef Initiative in 1997, the United Nations has made a concerted effort for
decades to promote global recognition and environmental precaution and conservation, aiming to
protect and revive coral reefs, which reduce wave impact on coastal lands. Implementing
programs and websites that raise awareness, such as the Global Fund for Coral Reefs (CFCR),
helps expand global knowledge and activism and drives change.

The United Nations has implemented numerous solutions over the years to maintain
recognition and progress in protecting against rising sea levels and the detrimental consequences
to coastal regions. Investments in renewable energy, such as wind and solar, have skyrocketed to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. This leads to a decrease in thermal energy, limiting water's
expansion and addressing concerns about ice melting, which is also linked to rising levels. The
United Nations has established numerous frameworks and agreements to guide and motivate
environmental revitalization and stability, such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of
2015, which aim to promote the prosperity of our planet through economic, health, and social
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reforms. The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was adopted by the
United Nations headquarters in May 1992 and recognized the need for change and immediate
action.

The United Nations University (UNU) provides the blueprint for missions related to “Sea
Level Rise and the Vulnerability of Coastal Peoples.” Pushing agendas already established in UN
facilities and global ideologies, the UNU highlights the concern that “differential endangerment
is a violation of human rights” (pdf4097.pdf) and emphasizes the need for immediate action to
protect the livelihoods and prosperity of coastal communities suffering the consequences of
rising sea levels. Focusing on the impacts on the nation of Bangladesh, the UNU reminds us of
the issues that “half the nation being flooded if sea levels rise were to reach a meter”
(pdf4097.pdf), which is well within the current estimations. This highlights one of the many
nations affected by unsustainable practices that contribute to rising sea levels and flooding in
cities. One of the main implementations by the United Nations regarding protection protocols
and conservation is the 2015 “Adoption of the Paris Agreement” FCCC/CP/2015/10/Add.1, with
its main mission to create an environment of awareness, as well as “invites the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change to provide a special report... on the impacts of global warming..”
FCCC/CP/2015/10/Add 1 in order to begin analyzing and working to fix rising issues. While
there is broad agreement, it paves the way for numerous reforms and actions to protect the
environment, including addressing rising sea levels. Highlighting the importance of human rights
for suffering communities and establishing a universal framework for conservation and
restoration helps show the United Nations’ strong and dedicated commitment to ensuring a
cleaner, sustainable, and resilient planet. They both acknowledge the critical state of the
environment and the steps necessary to restore health and well-being to the earth, its water, and
its inhabitants. Furthermore, the UN works tirelessly to promote sustainable development and
environmental protection worldwide, building a stronger planet. Rising sea levels and those
affected by them are just some of the many concerns the UN faces and combats every day.

As rising sea levels and the suffering of coastal communities become increasingly
prominent concerns, the United Nations recognizes this time of crisis and calls for a shift in
resources, sustainability, and advocacy, in various ways, to establish frameworks, programs, and
agreements that prevent further destruction of our planet. While numerous discussions and
actions have been undertaken regarding sea levels, the UN emphasizes that more needs to be
done to maintain a positive momentum against the current.

II.  Positions
A. Western: The Western Bloc views rising sea levels as a significant but controllable risk
to coastal infrastructure. Guidance from the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security
Agency, along with projections from the World Bank, indicates that sea-level rise is
already increasing infrastructure stress. This evidence reinforces a Western emphasis on
long-term planning, resilient urban design, and engineered adaptation, supported by
relatively strong financial and technical capacity. While Western countries generally
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support international climate cooperation nd emissions reductions, they tend to approach
sea-level rise primarily through a domestic risk-management and infrastructure security
lens, rather than as an existential or displacement-driven crisis.

. Eastern: Many nations within the Eastern Bloc believe that rising sea levels is a strategic
governance and development challenge that must be managed in ways that preserve
sovereignty, territorial control, and economic growth rather than as an immediate
humanitarian or existential crisis. Evidence from the World Bank Climate Knowledge
Portal shows that sea-level rise is already affecting diverse coastal contexts across the
Eastern Bloc, from uneven but geopolitically significant changes along Russia’s Arctic
and port regions, to steadily increasing risks for China’s densely populated industrial
coastlines, and escalating flood exposure for Indonesia’s archipelagic cities and small
islands. In response, these states emphasize state-led adaptation strategies tailored to
national priorities, including maritime zoning and legal adjustments to protect strategic
interests.

. Latin: Latin American nations view rising sea levels as an urgent and escalating threat to
coastal populations, infrastructure, and economic stability. According to the World
Meteorological Organization, sea-level rise, coastal flooding, and storm surges are
already intensifying the impacts of extreme weather across the region, disproportionately
affecting low-income coastal communities. As a result, the region prioritizes adaptation
measures and early warning systems, while calling for greater international climate
finance, arguing that its vulnerability far outweighs its historical contribution to global
emissions. At the same time, the World Wide Fund for Nature highlights how climate
change is accelerating coastal erosion and ecosystem degradation, undermining coastal
livelihoods. Together, these findings reinforce the region’s emphasis on adaptation and
early-warning systems, alongside calls for increased international climate finance, as
many countries face severe vulnerability despite contributing relatively little to global
emissions.

. Pacific: The Pacific Bloc increasingly frames rising sea levels as an existential threat that
endangers not only physical territory but also cultural continuity and political
sovereignty. Climate change is accelerating sea-level rise across the Pacific, intensifying
coastal erosion, flooding, and saltwater intrusion in low-lying island environments, where
communities heavily rely on fragile freshwater and marine systems. As habitable land
diminishes, these environmental pressures translate into profound political and legal
challenges, raising several questions. In response, Pacific states consistently advocate for
rapid global emissions reductions and sustained international support, arguing that their
survival depends on collective global action rather than isolated national adaptation.

. Muslim: Many Muslim nations, particularly across the Middle East and North Africa,
increasingly view rising sea levels as a serious threat to densely populated coastal cities
and long-term urban viability. It has been emphasized that sea-level rise is placing
increasing pressure on coastal infrastructure, housing, and economic centers, intensifying
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existing challenges related to rapid urbanization and environmental stress. Earlier
regional research further demonstrates that sea-level rise in Arab coastal zones raises
concerns for aquatic environments. Together, these findings underscore why many states
in the region frame sea-level rise not as a distant climate risk but as an immediate urban
governance challenge that requires sustained international cooperation to support resilient
development and long-term adaptation strategies.

F. African: African nations increasingly view rising sea levels as a direct threat to rapidly
growing coastal cities and already strained urban systems. Analysis from the African
Center for Strategic Studies highlights how sea-level rise is intensifying environmental
concerns in major cities, including Lagos, Dakar, Alexandria, and Maputo, placing
millions of individuals and critical economic infrastructure at risk. These impacts are
compounded by rapid urbanization, limited adaptive capacity, and a history of
underinvestment in coastal resilience. Consequently, Africana states emphasize the need
for sustained adaptation financing that supports long-term urban planning and is backed
by meaningful international cooperation, arguing that without coordinated global support,
rapidly growing coastal cities will face escalating humanitarian and economic risks
despite the continent's minimal contribution to global emissions.
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III.  Questions to Consider

1. How does rising sea level act as a threat multiplier for existing environmental,
economic, and social vulnerabilities in coastal and island nations?

2. In what ways do historical greenhouse gas emissions shape current debates
around responsibility and climate justice for sea-level rise?

3. How can nature-based solutions be scaled while balancing local livelihoods and
economic development?

4. What are the long-term environmental and governance challenges associated with
large-scale coastal infrastructure solutions?
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5. How should the international community address the risk of climate-induced
displacement while respecting national sovereignty and cultural identity?

6. How can UNEP ensure that scientific climate research is translated into timely
and effective action that meaningfully reduces risk for vulnerable coastal and
island communities facing rising sea levels?

7. How can climate finance mechanisms be structured to ensure that the most
vulnerable coastal and island communities receive meaningful and timely
support?
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