
Resource Effi ciency

A cup of coffee, a cotton shirt, a kilo of beef – they 
are just everyday items for the world’s expanding 
consumer classes. But consider the resource 
implications. Take water use, for instance: that one 
cup of coffee alone requires 140 litres, the shirt 
2,700 litres, and the meat 15,500 litres. Agriculture 
is the biggest water user, but industry gets through 
an estimated 720 cubic kilometres of it globally each 
year too. 

The resource-intensive production and consumption 
we associate with the developed countries is 
spreading to more and more of the developing 
and industrializing world. Meanwhile, the resource 
impact of economic expansion is compounded 
by global population growth – from 6.7 billion 
to a projected 9.5 billion people by 2050. Even at 
current levels, we are a long way short of putting 
our production and consumption patterns on to a 
sustainable path – as we have been reminded by the 
recent crises, in energy, food, fi nance and the world 
economy. 

So how do we stay within the limits of the carrying 
capacity of our planet, and avoid undermining the 
sustainability of the local environment in different 
regions and communities through ever-increasing 
resource consumption? And what is UNEP doing to 
help make our resource use more sustainable?

  Provide the knowledge base 
for resource effi ciency

Assessment is the essential starting point – the 
proper scientif ic analysis of trends in scarcity, 
material fl ows and polluting impacts associated with 
resource use. Work done by UNEP’s International 
Panel on Susta inable Resource Management 

identif ies key trends associated with the most 
resource-intensive product, consumption and 
industry clusters. This helps us strengthen the 
knowledge base and communicate with partners on 
tackling resource dilemmas. 

A key focus for UNEP’s work on resource effi ciency is 
the whole life cycle. By reducing the environmental 
impact of goods and services at every stage, from 
raw material extraction and transportation to 
manufacturing, distribution, use and disposal, 
we can achieve more wellbeing with less material 
consumption. This enhances our potential to meet 
human needs while respecting the ecological 
carrying capacity of the Earth. 

UNEP also promotes resource augmentation: the 
recycling, reuse and recovery (the 3Rs) of resources 
from any unavoidable waste through initiatives like 
Integrated Waste Management and waste water 
reuse/recycling, and the harvesting and use of 
renewable resources such as rainwater and waste 
agricultural biomass. 

  Build the Resource-Effi cient 
Society and Green Economy 

In a period of economic recovery, the effi cient use 
of resources – be it materials, energy, water, land, 
or biomass – is a matter of survival and a driver 
of competitive advantage. With unemployment 
expected to be up by 50 million in 2009 above 2007 
levels, and huge repercussions for poverty worldwide 
as GDP growth stalls, it’s certainly time to make 

Highlights

There is an urgent global need 
to establish more resource-
effi cient patterns of production 
and consumption, across the life 
cycles of goods and services. 
Making this shift also opens 
up many potentially attractive 
opportunities. As the world 
seeks new routes to economic 
recovery, UNEP has launched 
in 2008 a Green Economy 
Initiative. Through a range 
of partnership and capacity-
building activities, this initiative 
supports public policies and 
private-sector action to drive 
investment in effi cient, cleaner 
and safer production, to cut 
pollution and to encourage 
more environmentally friendly 
consumer behaviour. 
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context that UNEP has launched a Green Economy 
Initiative, challenging governments to integrate 
greening aspects at the core of f iscal stimulus 
packages and economic recovery plans.

UNEP’s strategic work on resource effi ciency focuses 
on existing trends and new opportunities for shifting 
to the green economy. Boosted by a green industrial 
revolution and supported by national development 
plans, the green economy involves investment 
in a new generation of assets including clean 
technologies, cleaner industrial processes and green 
cities – creating decent jobs, generating sustainable 
income, changing lifestyles and reducing poverty. 

To optimize a collective impact in this fi eld, it is vital 
that UNEP works effectively through partnerships 
and networks with key target groups. Governments 
and public authorities generally, the research 
community, business and industry and consumer 
groups are all critical in making the shift to an 
economy that follows a sustainable model.

  Help business seize 
green opportunities and 
take action

An essential strand of UNEP’s work on resource 
efficiency is helping to build the capacity to turn 
sound scientific assessments into effective action. 
This is especially critical for developing countries, 
those with highly resource-intensive and ineffi cient 
industries, and those which have a high degree of 
dependence on particular resources. Governments, 
business and other target groups benefi t from UNEP’s 
involvement in examining and developing policy and 
regulatory tools, such as economic instruments, 
as well as tools such as life cycle management, 
integrated water and waste management. 

UNEP’s engagement is notably delivered via a 
growing network of UNEP/UNIDO National Cleaner 
Production Centres in more than 40 countries. These 
centres have trained experts who work with the 
private-sector – notably SMEs – and governments 
towards promoting resource-efficient and cleaner 
production in their country. UNEP also works 
with research centres of excellence, such as those 
associated with the UNEP/SETAC Life Cycle Initiative, 
as well as associations and companies within its 
global business and industry network.

But acting on the resource risk issues highlighted 
by scientifi c assessments is only part of the picture. 
Market and investment opportunities, too, 
are key drivers of action on resource efficiency; 
opportunities that lie in the development, production 
and sale of new technologies, products and services. 
UNEP’s work here benef its from the f indings 
coming out of macro-economic analysis under its 
Green Economy Initiative, and from collaboration 
with the fi nance and investment community under 
the UNEP Finance Initiative. UNEP concentrates 

on highly resource intensive industry clusters, 
notably in building and construction, agrifood and 
beverages, metals and automotive manufacturing. 
One part icular theme is introducing smal ler 
companies and entrepreneurs to alternative tools 
and approaches such as design for sustainability, life 
cycle management, integrated waste management 
and green supply-chain management.

  Stimulate demand

Complet ing the picture i s  UNEP’s  work on 
stimulating demand for resource-efficient 
technologies, products and services. Too often, 
resource efficiency improvements are more than 
offset by increasing consumption. To help break 
this vicious cycle, UNEP encourages better and 
more consistent messaging to consumers, the use 
of market incentives, and public-private initiatives in 
favour of, for example, responsible advertising and 
sustainable procurement. 

UNEP works on communication tools such as labels, 
certification schemes and sustainability reporting, 
and provides support to developing countries in 
introducing these tools and schemes, teaming up 
with partners such as the Global Reporting Initiative, 
the International Organization for Standardization 
and Task Forces under the Marrakech Process. 
Furthermore, the UNEP-led Sustainable United 
Nations (SUN) initiative promotes more efficient 
resource management by UN agencies themselves, 
and welcomes collaboration with all public bodies 
on challenges such as recycling, e-waste and building 
energy effi ciency.
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