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Abstract

The ability of multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs) to keep pace with their
changing circumstances is crucial for a more effective global environmental governance.
Yet, we know little about how new institutional design features are taken up by MEAs,
allowing them to evolve over time. Building on Kingdon’s multiple streams theory, I con-
ceive the development of new institutional design features as the association between
streams of problems, solutions, and political receptivity at critical moments. I apply this
framework to two features introduced within the United Nations Convention to Combat
Desertification (UNCCD) framework and find that the main design entrepreneurs were
the UNCCD Secretariat and independent scientists. The article provides important
insight into characteristics that can make MEAs more adaptive. Namely, treaty bodies
able to generate feedback about problems, push for solutions, and provide windows
of opportunity for advocates to present and revise their proposals are found critical to
the development of new design features.

Multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs) govern a variety of fast-evolving
issues and gather countries with fluctuating preferences. Some MEAs remain
unaltered over time despite ongoing shifts in their political, socioeconomic,
and biophysical environments. Others are updated through protocols, amend-
ments, or Conference of the Parties (COP) decisions (Bodansky and Diringer
2010; Gehring 2008). These gradual institutional changes, which I label “insti-
tutional adaptations,” follow a two-stage process consisting of design develop-
ment, that is, the generation of new design features and their introduction on
an MEA political agenda, and decision-making, that is, bargaining and arguing
processes among delegates to adopt the new design features.
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This article concentrates on the first stage of MEA adaptation. It seeks to
explain how actors have generated and introduced new design features within a specific
MEA framework: the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification
(UNCCD). The UNCCD is the third MEA agreed upon at the 1992 Rio Confer-
ence, along with the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). Numer-
ous studies have documented the evolutionary trajectories of the UNFCCC (e.g.,
Bodansky and Diringer 2010; Schiele 2014) and the CBD (e.g., Le Prestre 2002;
Morgera and Tsoumani 2010). In comparison, the UNCCD has received far less
international relations scholarly attention than its sister conventions. Moreover,
its difficult initial negotiations have attracted more interest than its subsequent
adaptation (e.g., Chasek 1997; Corell 1999; Najam 2004).

Yet, the UNCCD legal framework has evolved on two main fronts that can
add to our knowledge of agenda-setting processes of MEA adaptation: its scope
has expanded, and its science–policy interface has been strengthened. I focus on
the development of design features underlying these adaptations for two main
reasons. First, these cases represent distinct dimensions of MEA adaptation.
Expanding the UNCCD’s scope to include commitments beyond drylands is a
substantive adaptation. By contrast, creating a new institution to improve the
way decision-makers receive scientific advice is a procedural adaptation. There-
fore the two cases allow me to investigate whether different types of institu-
tional adaptations follow similar patterns of design development. Second, it
took almost two decades after the conclusion of the UNCCD for delegates to
adopt both changes, which allowed me to collect more robust data on the
design development process.

This article relies on three sources of data. The first is official documents
available on the convention’s website. Second, I conducted twenty-eight semi-
structured interviews with key informants, including the two former UNCCD
executive secretaries, long-standing secretariat employees, and national focal
points (the online Appendix contains more details on the interviews). The third
source I used is the Earth Negotiations Bulletin (ENB) reports, which provide
detailed coverage of UNCCD negotiations. These various sources of data
increase the validity of case study findings. Archival documents reflect official
internal discussions; interviews enlighten processes, which are less traceable in
formal written records; and the ENB offers the perspective of an expert external
observer.

In this article, I rely on “disciplined interpretive case studies,” which con-
sist in “[interpreting or explaining] an event by applying a known theory to the
new terrain” (Odell 2001, 163). Specifically, I build on Kingdon’s (1984) mul-
tiple streams theory (MST) to interpret UNCCD design development processes.
MST expects new policy ideas to rise on a political agenda when a window of
opportunity allows policy entrepreneurs to bring together three relatively inde-
pendent streams: problems, solutions, and political receptivity. This theoretical
argument has several advantages over alternative accounts of institutional
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change. First, MST “seek[s] to understand why some subjects become prominent
on the policy agenda and others do not, and why some alternatives for choice
are seriously considered while others are neglected” (Kingdon 1984, 3). As such,
it emphasizes the agenda-setting process of institutional change, which rational-
ist theories tend to overlook. Second, by assuming independence between the
streams, it contrasts with sequential accounts of institutional change. Third, the
concept of opportunity window is not limited to exogenous and exceptional
shocks, which are the point of departure of most theories of institutional
change. For these reasons, MST is more suitable to explaining how MEA actors
develop new design features and may allow existing studies on isolated MEAs to
be tied together.

MST was originally elaborated to investigate cases of domestic policy
change. Applications at the multilateral level are still scarce ( Jones et al.
2016, 22), with the notable exception of Lipson (2007) on UN peacekeeping.
Applying MST at the global level requires theoretical refinements relevant to the
specific context of international environmental negotiations, which this article
aims to provide. The focus on agenda-setting processes of MEA adaptation per-
mits me to go beyond state-centric-only explanations of change by offering a
broader picture of the complex environment in which MEAs strive to survive.
In particular, the findings of this article shed light on the critical role of other
international agreements and organizations, the UNCCD Secretariat, and scien-
tists. To be sure, institutional adaptation does not guarantee improved effective-
ness. Nevertheless, with more than 1,300 MEAs to date (Mitchell et al. 2020)
and worsening environmental degradation across the planet, it seems crucial
to understand the processes that may reduce the gap between the design features
and changing circumstances of existing MEAs.

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. The next section dis-
cusses competing accounts of institutional change and points to their shortcom-
ings in explaining design development within an MEA setting. The third section
presents MST. Then, the two subsequent sections each explore one UNCCD
adaptation. Last, the article concludes by outlining avenues for future research.

Existing Accounts of Institutional Change

The three “new institutionalisms” distinguished by Hall and Taylor (1996)—
rational choice, historical, and sociological institutionalisms—and the fourth
new institutionalism proposed by Schmidt (2010)—discursive institutionalism—
have all investigated how institutions change. However, their different conceptions
of both institutions and change have led to various understandings of the phenom-
enon. To clarify these understandings, I disentangle four dimensions of institu-
tional change: its extent (incremental vs. radical); sources (endogenous vs. exogenous);
level (domestic vs. international); and stage (agenda setting vs. decision-making).

Regarding the extent of change, the four institutionalisms have long
focused on radical transformations (Mahoney and Thelen 2009). Most
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theoretical accounts rely on “punctuated equilibrium models,” which anticipate
that short episodes of abrupt change break long periods of stability (e.g., Colgan
et al. 2012; Lundgren et al. 2018). This conception of institutional change as
radical and rare does not fit well with the incremental approach that character-
izes environmental lawmaking (Gehring 2008, 495).

To explain radical changes, rational and historical institutionalists usually
turn to dramatic exogenous sources (Mahoney and Thelen 2009). In sociological
and discursive institutionalist approaches, which share many elements with con-
structivist theories in IR, critical junctures can be endogenous to an institution.
They stem from internal entrepreneurs’ reframing of organizational cultures
(Chwieroth 2014). However, myopically focusing on one source of institutional
change provides only partial explanations of the phenomenon. In some cases,
external factors, such as power shifts (Daßler et al. 2019) or global conferences
(Manulak 2020), may adequately explain MEA adaptation. Yet, ignoring endog-
enous drivers of change leads to overlooking critical internal processes occurring
within treaty bodies, such as COPs, secretariats, and stakeholder committees.
Therefore both sources of change should be investigated more systematically.

Recently, historical institutionalists havemore thoroughly theorized gradual
and endogenous change. According to Mahoney and Thelen (2009), incremental
change results from the strength of veto possibilities vis-à-vis an institution and
the extent of the institution’s discretion in enforcement and interpretation. How-
ever, unlike domestic institutions and international organizations, treaties have
no such discretion. Their changes entirely depend on state actors’ decisions.

Turning to the level of change, the four new institutionalisms have dispro-
portionately investigated cases of domestic policy change. However, the actors
and dynamics that characterize the negotiations of changes to international
agreements differ from the more hierarchical processes of domestic politics
(Lundgren et al. 2018, 551). Thus it is not clear that theoretical frameworks
based on the examination of national cases should automatically generate accu-
rate explanations for MEA adaptation. At the very least, this requires theory
testing. As an exception to the general focus on domestic institutions, sociological
institutionalists have explained shifts in international norms (e.g., Finnemore
and Sikkink 1998). Nevertheless, their emphasis on dramatic systemic changes
makes it difficult to derive theoretical expectations relevant to the treaty level.

Last, the four institutionalisms do not pay the same level of attention to
the different stages of institutional change. While increasingly relaxing the full
rationality assumption, rationalists in IR still tend to concentrate on strategic
coalition building and power games to explain institutional change (Colgan
et al. 2012; Daßler et al. 2019; Jupille et al. 2013; Morse and Keohane 2014).
To be sure, such decision-making processes cannot be omitted from accounts of
institutional change. However, these theories leave agenda-setting processes
unclear, that is, where the new design features come from and why some of
them reach the political agenda while others do not. In addition, these accounts
tend to neglect the role of nonstate actors. Sociological and discursive
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institutionalisms provide more insight into agenda setting (for a detailed review,
see Schmidt 2010). Nevertheless, their focus on the elusive and polysemous
concepts of ideas and beliefs raises important definitional, methodological,
and empirical challenges. These abstract constructs create confusion over what
is observed and how to observe it.

MST, which Schmidt (2010) associates with discursive institutionalism,
analyzes agenda setting as a result of the opening of a window of opportunity
giving a chance to policy entrepreneurs to attach their favored solutions to spe-
cific problems and decision maker receptivity. One of the main advantages of
MST over alternative accounts of institutional change is that, in contrast with
other problem-oriented approaches (e.g., Colgan et al. 2012; Jupille et al.
2013; Morse and Keohane 2014; Rose 1991), MST suggests that the streams of
problems, solutions, and political receptivity are relatively independent and not
chronological. In other words, MST does not conceive institutional change as a
process whereby decision makers first identify a problem and then try to find a
solution. Solutions may also be looking for problems and waiting for shifts in
political receptivity (Kingdon 1984, 88). I contend that the nonsequential order
of the three streams better captures the nonlinearity of the real world.

Other advantages of MST include the concepts of opportunity window
and policy entrepreneurs. First, the concept of opportunity window encom-
passes both exogenous and endogenous drivers of change. It also ranges from
unpredictable and abrupt events to predictable and inconspicuous circum-
stances. Second, similarly to constructivist accounts in IR, MST sheds light on
the role of entrepreneurs, which can be but are not necessarily state actors
(Checkel 1997; Finnemore and Sikkink 1998).

For these reasons, MST seems best tailored to help us understand the
design development processes of MEA adaptation. However, as with most
theories of institutional change, MST has been developed and mainly applied
to investigate cases of domestic policy change. Consequently, some of its
concepts and variables are ill fitted to the international phenomenon under
study. In the following section, I provide some revisions to Kingdon’s model
to apply it to the new terrain of MEA adaptation. Figure 1 summarizes the
argument schematically.

A Multiple Streams Approach to Treaty Adaptation

The Problem Stream

Treaty delegates, personnel, and other stakeholders (hereinafter referred to as
actors) often become aware of problems through INDICATORS and FEEDBACK

(Kingdon 1984, 100–101). Various MEA provisions can enhance these mecha-
nisms. For instance, some MEAs provide for periodic monitoring procedures to
assess environmental impacts or progress on implementation (Mitchell 2003).
MEAs may also include public participation provisions to receive feedback from
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civil society (Ebbesson 1998). Such feedback can bring all kinds of problems to
actors’ attention. For instance, additional polluting substances may need to be
controlled or existing indicators may be inadequate to measure progress.

This article assumes that the ability of actors to process information is
limited. Their bounded rationality prevents them from processing all the feed-
back they receive (Simon 1972). Hence conditions often “need a little push” for
actors to consider them problematic (Kingdon 1984, 94). Some “stressors,” such
as changes in the biophysical environment (Young 2010) or endogenous
changes in preferences (Hale 2017), may transform one condition (among
many) into a problem. In sum, problems rarely reveal themselves automatically
in an MEA setting.

The Solution Stream

While “any actor can be involved in any stream, and some of them actually are
involved in several” (Kingdon 1984, 87), solutions are selected and advocated

Figure 1
MEA Adaptation Process
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by a specific type of actor that I label “design entrepreneurs.” Kingdon presents
three qualities of successful entrepreneurs: having some claim to a hearing
(which I refer to as CREDIBILITY), political CONNECTIONS or negotiating skill, and
PERSISTENCE. At the domestic level, CREDIBILITY has one of three sources: expertise,
an ability to speak for others, and an authoritative decision-making position
(Kingdon 1984, 180). In global governance, however, leadership is less hierar-
chical and centralized. International authority is not necessarily based on
decision-making position or power but rather implies consent to be ruled
(Green 2013, 41). Therefore, although powerful states (or a powerful coalition
of states) are often well positioned to advocate solutions (Colgan et al. 2012,
120; Daßler et al. 2019; Jupille et al. 2013, 37), entrepreneurs may also include
nongovernmental organization (NGO) representatives, scientists, or treaty sec-
retariats (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Haas 1992).

Kingdon (1984) offers a natural selection metaphor to explain why some
design solutions prosper and are taken more seriously by advocates than others.
He identifies three main selection criteria for a solution to be considered: its
FEASIBILITY, its COMPATIBILITY with the values of entrepreneurs, and the anticipation
of future CONSTRAINTS, such as public acceptance and budget (Kingdon 1984,
131–139). Boundedly rational design entrepreneurs cannot scan every potential
solution. They do not look for the optimal solution but select the first satisfying
option (Simon 1972). Therefore, beyond Kingdon’s (1984) selection criteria, I
expect design entrepreneurs to use cognitive shortcuts to identify their favored
solutions.

A major heuristic is the AVAILABILITY of solutions, that is, “the ease with
which relevant instances come to mind” (Tversky and Kahneman 1973, 207).
In an MEA setting, the most immediate sources of solutions are the system’s
internal flow of information and the MEA’s recent history (Rose 1991, 13).
For instance, documentation prepared by a treaty body may contain a salient
solution. Similarly, recent adaptation experience may provide valuable lessons
on the success and failure of specific design features.

As well established in the policy diffusion literature, another available
source of solutions is the proximate external environment (e.g., Meseguer
2006). In some cases, the most easily accessible solution is to use an existing
alternative institution, such as other treaties, international organizations, or
informal institutions (Abbott and Faude 2021; Jupille et al. 2013; Morse and
Keohane 2014). When FEASIBILITY or value COMPATIBILITY prevent directly selecting
alternative institutions, the latter can still constitute inspiration for design entre-
preneurs. The AVAILABILITY heuristic makes entrepreneurs less likely to identify
solutions from distant or relatively low-status institutions though. Therefore
one can expect that they draw solutions from other international institutions
with which MEA personnel and parties frequently interact or which are highly
visible (Gehring and Oberthür 2009).

Once entrepreneurs select a solution, the latter goes through a reframing
process. Entrepreneurs “float their ideas as trial balloons, get reactions, revise
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their proposals in the light of reactions, and float them again” (Kingdon 1984,
205). During this trial-and-error process of “SOFTENING UP,” a solution is pro-
gressively accepted by a larger number of actors to the point of becoming
commonplace in a community of experts (Kingdon 1984, 140).

The Political Stream

In MST, the three components of the third and last stream, the political stream,
are the national mood, organized political forces, and the composition of the
government (Kingdon 1984, 146). These domestic factors do not line up with
MEA political dynamics. Therefore I borrow from Lipson’s (2007) conception of
the political stream as actors, interests, and ideas at three levels: GLOBAL

normative–ideational shifts, DOMESTIC POLITICS within member states, and
ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE within an MEA setting. The first level of the political
stream corresponds to the general normative context of a given period. Over-
arching international norms on how environmental issues should be addressed
include, for instance, liberal environmentalism (Bernstein 2001) and state sov-
ereignty. The second level corresponds to national-level politics, including exec-
utive or ministerial changes and pressures from domestic interest groups or the
public. The third level corresponds to divisions within an MEA bureaucracy, its
different departments, and its relationship with parties. These revisions of MST
are in line with constructivist theories of institutional change, which emphasize
the influence of normative orientations and organizational culture (Lipson
2007, 96). The existence of three levels instead of one leads us to expect that
POLITICAL RECEPTIVITY to problems and solutions is more challenging to trigger in
the multilateral context than domestically. International design entrepreneurs
need to find solutions that both “fit” extant social structures (Bernstein 2001)
and can satisfy a group of decision makers with heterogeneous domestic inter-
ests and preferences.

Windows of Opportunity

Before any decision-making process can unfold among country representatives,
the new design feature needs to find its way to the political agenda. This is
where the “window” concept comes into play. A window is an opportunity
for pushing one’s proposal. This opportunity can be exogenous or endogenous.
The most obvious endogenous opportunity in an MEA setting is the meeting of
the COP. COPs bring together country representatives regularly. This provides a
chance to discuss problems and solutions, which would be far less frequent oth-
erwise, especially among large numbers of parties.1 Other opportunities include

1. To be clear, a COP is not a sufficient condition for a new design feature to rise on an MEA
political agenda. Without a specific platform for entrepreneurs to push their proposals, political
recognition of the problems, or political receptivity to solutions, a COP becomes a lost
opportunity.
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shifts in dominant international norms, focal events such as global conferences
(Manulak 2020), changes in MEA leadership, or scheduled reviews of the MEA’s
operations. In such critical, short-lived periods, the three previously separate
streams can come together: “a problem is recognized, a solution is available,
the political climate makes the time right for change, and the constraints do
not prohibit action” (Kingdon 1984, 88). Design entrepreneurs perform this
function of coupling the previously separate streams: “they hook solutions to
problems, proposals to political momentum, and political events to … prob-
lems” (Kingdon 1984, 182).

In summary, this article conceptualizes design development as the selec-
tion, reframing, and combination of design solutions with various problems in
a trial-and-error fashion. Importantly, MST suggests that the three streams are
relatively independent and do not necessarily follow one another in sequential
order. Design entrepreneurs may develop proposals and then wait for decision
makers to recognize a problem to which they can connect their solution.2 They
may also wait for a shift in the political stream that renders their design pro-
posal more likely to be adopted (Kingdon 1984, 88). Therefore the main theo-
retical expectation from MST is that design solutions are gradually attached to
different problems and proposed in various fora rather than developed as a
response to a unique problem. The following two sections interpret UNCCD
design development processes in light of MST.

Going Global: The Development of Land Degradation
Neutrality (LDN) Targets

The Problem Stream

Although, arguably, all MEAs are confronted with several problems, calls for
“major surgery”3 and warnings against risks of “sclerosis” (Ortiz and Tang
2005, 9) illustrate how this is particularly true of the UNCCD. In 2005, some
problems were made more salient to delegates through informative FEEDBACK

from the Joint Inspection Unit (JIU), an independent external oversight body
of the UN. In a bleak report on the activities of the UNCCD, JIU inspectors
lamented the “failure and/or unwillingness to recognize the Convention in its
proper perspective,” which is “one of land degradation” (Ortiz and Tang 2005).
The report also underlined the low-ranking national officials in charge of
UNCCD affairs, the lack of transparency in selecting accredited NGOs, and
the absence of clear long-term objectives.

2. An actor certainly can, but does not necessarily, occupy both positions of design entrepreneur
and decision maker.

3. ENB summary report, CRIC-11, 2013, 10, available at: https://enb.iisd.org/events/11th-session
-committee-review-implementation-convention-cric-11-unccd/summary-report-15-19, last
accessed March 2, 2023.
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According to most interviewees, the UNCCD’s narrow focus on land deg-
radation in “arid, semi-arid, and dry sub-humid areas,”4 usually shortened as
drylands, constitutes its main substantive problem. Whereas all countries on
earth face land degradation on their territory, drylands cover approximately
46 percent of global land area, 70 percent of which is located in Africa and Asia
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2019, 251–254). The resulting
“perceived marginality” of the UNCCD has contributed to low financial support
and commitment from developed countries (Thomas et al. 2012, 124).

The limited-scope problem stems from strong disagreements about the
causes and effects of desertification during UNCCD negotiations. Negotiators
from developed countries were dubious of the need for a global convention
on what they perceived as a “cluster of local … environmental issues” (Corell
1999, 75). At COP4 in 2000, only a few donor countries recognized desertifica-
tion’s causes and effects as global.5 Yet, in the same year, a fifth regional imple-
mentation annex for Central and Eastern European countries was added to the
UNCCD. Eleven of these seventeen countries had no dryland on their territory
(Safriel 2017, 11), which further exacerbated the limited-scope problem.6

The Solution Stream

MEA secretariats, including their executive secretaries, enjoy a privileged posi-
tion to act as design entrepreneurs. They perform crucial functions, such as bro-
kering knowledge, drafting COP decisions, and proposing new agenda items
(Jinnah 2014, 21). The UNCCD 2008–2018 strategic plan of implementation
even requires a “strengthening of the core servicing, advocacy, and agenda-
setting functions” of the secretariat.7 However, the CREDIBILITY of MEA secretariats
to advocate new design features should not be taken for granted.8 For instance,
in the early years of the UNCCD, recurrent allegations of lack of transparency
from the secretariat motivated the JIU assessment.9 Such distrust toward the
secretariat and executive secretary Hama Arba Diallo back then lowered parties’
RECEPTIVITY to secretariat design proposals (Bauer 2006, 82).

Luc Gnacadja started his mandate as the second UNCCD executive secretary
with a mission to implement the JIU report recommendations, as formalized in
the UNCCD 2008–2018 strategic plan. The first solution Gnacadja considered
was to amend the convention to expand its scope beyond drylands.10 However,

4. Article 1.
5. ENB summary report, COP4, 2000, 15, available at: https://enb.iisd.org/events/unccd-cop-4

/summary-report-11-22-december-2000, last accessed March 2, 2023.
6. Int-7.
7. Decision 3/COP8, 2007, available at: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions

/documents/2019-08/3COP8_0.pdf, last accessed March 2, 2023.
8. Int-10.
9. ENB summary report, COP6, 2003, 14, available at: https://enb.iisd.org/events/unccd-cop-6

/summary-report-25-august-6-september-2003, last accessed March 2, 2023.
10. Int-16.
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this idea quickly faded away because of its PRACTICAL INFEASIBILITY. Interviews indi-
cate that any formal adaptation of the UNCCD through amendment has become
taboo. According to one national focal point, the common understanding among
parties is “don’t open the convention because it’s a can of worms and you are
going to change the entire thing.”11 Additionally, any amendment would need
to be ratified by at least two-thirds of the parties to enter into force, which would
likely take years, if not decades.

Gnacadja then initiated “horizon scanning for tools to invigorate the
UNCCD” (Safriel 2017, 4). Several interviewees describe the UNCCD Secretariat
and executive secretaries as entrepreneurs who bridge the UNCCD and its exter-
nal environment, particularly the UN agenda and the sister conventions on cli-
mate change and biodiversity.12 This points to the use of AVAILABILITY heuristics:
the offsetting features adopted in the Kyoto Protocol to the UNFCCC and targets
introduced in the climate and biodiversity regimes turned out as salient and
proximate sources of inspiration for Gnacadja. He generated the concept of a
“zero net land degradation (ZNLD) target,” which involved “reducing the rate
of further degradation of land and offsetting newly occurring degradation by
restoring the productivity and other ecosystem services of currently degraded
lands” (Lal et al. 2012, 14). As its name suggested, ZNLD was not restricted
to drylands. As such, it could have been immediately adopted as a ready-made
solution to the UNCCD’s limited-scope problem. Yet, as MST expects, the
absence of political RECEPTIVITY and OPPORTUNITY WINDOW required a trial-and-error
development of Gnacadja’s proposal in multiple venues.

The Political Stream

The long-standing questioning of the global nature of land degradation and
high North–South tensions in UNCCD fora have created an unfavorable polit-
ical context for fleshing out desertification governance. One interviewee men-
tions one of the UNCCD’s unflattering nicknames: the “Cinderella Convention,
the one that did not make it to the ball.”13 This marginality is particularly visible
at the GLOBAL LEVEL of the political stream. The eight millennium development
goals (MDGs) adopted in 2000 by UN member states deal with biodiversity
loss, access to safe drinking water, and improving the living conditions in slums
worldwide. However, they do not refer to land degradation or desertification.

In addition, DOMESTIC POLITICS concerns have long inhibited any attempt to
expand the UNCCD’s scope beyond drylands. Specifically, Brazil has frequently
reminded parties that the UNCCD is “not the land convention.”14 African coun-
tries, for their part, have claimed openly that they would make sure that the

11. Int-14.
12. Int-9; Int-10; Int-26; Int-27.
13. Int-16.
14. ENB summary report, COP9, 2009, 5, available at: https://enb.iisd.org/events/unccd-cop-9

/summary-report-21-september-2-october-2009, last accessed March 2, 2023.
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priority the convention attributes to Africa is maintained.15 Several interviewees
point out that expanding the UNCCD’s scope from drylands to global land
worried some African delegates, for it could divert the limited resources for
implementation to other regions.16 Last, expanding the scope to global land
degradation would entail new obligations for developed countries, which some
of them, such as the United States, have relentlessly resisted.17 This hostile
internal context led Gnacadja to attach his ZNLD target solution to a problem
transcending UNCCD frontiers.

The Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) Window of Opportunity

As Kingdon (1984, 127) remarks, entrepreneurs do not solve problems; they
start the discussion of their proposals and push their solutions in different fora
so that they progressively become commonplace. The Rio+20 conference, which
set the stage for a renewal of MDGs, constituted a timely opportunity for
Gnacadja to frame ZNLD as a solution to “correct the mistake the international
community made in 2000” by ignoring land degradation in the MDGs.18 The
UNCCD Secretariat commissioned a report to provide scientific backup to the
ZNLD concept (Chasek et al. 2015). This document contended that lessons
learned from the operation of the CBD, the UNFCCC, and poverty alleviation
targets could help operationalize a ZNLD target (Lal et al. 2012, 16).

During the Rio+20 conference, Gnacadja’s proposal went through a
SOFTENING UP process. The “zero net” wording spurred disagreement19 and was
thus replaced with the LDN concept, a reframing that sounded less restrictive
and alarming to some countries (Safriel 2017, 6). Delegates finally endorsed
LDN in paragraph 206 of the Rio+20 outcome document, The Future We Want.

In 2015, the UN adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,
which outlined seventeen SDGs. Of particular importance for the UNCCD was
target 15.3, which picked up the Rio+20 wording and involved “striving to
achieve a land degradation-neutral world” by 2030. These favorable interna-
tional circumstances provided the needed impetus to push the LDN solution
within UNCCD fora. Monique Barbut, then UNCCD executive secretary, learned
from her predecessor’s advocacy experience and parties’ feedback. According to
several interviewees, she presented the UNCCD COP with a “fait accompli”20 so

15. ENB summary report, INC-10 (resumed), 1997, available at: https://enb.iisd.org/events
/resumed-10th-session-ccd-intergovernmental-negotiating-committee-inc/summary-report-18
-22, last accessed March 2, 2023.

16. Int-18; Int-26.
17. Int-6; Int-10; Int-16.
18. Int-12.
19. ENB summary report, Rio+20, 2012, 14, available at: https://enb.iisd.org/events/uncsd-rio20

/summary-report-13-22-june-2012, last accessed March 2, 2023.
20. Int-10; Int-21.
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that “the only answer was yes for the COP.”21 Beyond coupling the LDN solu-
tion with the limited-scope problem, she also framed LDN as a solution to the
convention’s lack of a “clear goal around which it could rally.”22 She hooked
this design solution to the political momentum generated by SDGs. Not endors-
ing target 15.3 would have been “a real vote of no confidence” in the UNCCD.23

Barbut also exposed the results of a pilot study on LDN targets to address
parties’ concerns in terms of FEASIBILITY (United Nations Convention to Combat
Desertification [UNCCD] 2016b). Last, as former CEO of the Global Environ-
ment Facility, she ensured that funds would be available for LDN projects and
pulled the strings to create an independent impact investment fund.24 Counter-
factual thinking about what might have happened to the ZNLD target proposal
had the SDGs not been endorsed is arduous. Nevertheless, ENB reports and
interviews provide prima facie evidence that political RECEPTIVITY to LDN targets
increased significantly following the adoption of SDGs.

The Decision-Making Outcome

As a result of the secretariat’s and executive secretaries’ advocacy, a “break-
through agreement” was reached at COP12 (UNCCD 2016a, 2). Decision
3/COP12 recognized target 15.3 of the SDGs as a strong vehicle for driving
the implementation of the UNCCD and invited parties to formulate LDN tar-
gets. Importantly, decision 8/COP12 noted that “a significant proportion of
land degradation occurs beyond arid, semi-arid and dry sub-humid areas”
and that “parties may use the UNCCD when striving to achieve LDN.” As of
today, 129 countries have committed to setting LDN targets.

To sum up, the LDN target solution was mainly developed independently
from UNCCD’s internal problems, which is consistent with MST expectations
and casts doubt on problem-driven approaches to institutional change. Execu-
tive secretaries advocated their solution in venues other than the UNCCD. They
framed ZNLD as a “new sustainable development goal” for the international
community (Lal et al. 2012). Then, fortified by new political receptivity, advo-
cates were able to return to the UNCCD confines to associate the LDN solution
with the UNCCD’s problems of limited scope and lack of long-term vision. The
strong inspiration from UNFCCC and CBD tools and the trial-and-error refram-
ing of the ZNLD concept support the bounded rationality assumption. Design
entrepreneurs have not developed an optimal solution from scratch, and there is
no evidence that they have considered a high number of solutions.

21. Int-4.
22. ENB summary report, CRIC-15, 2016, 11, available at: https://enb.iisd.org/events/15th-session

-committee-review-implementation-convention-cric-15-unccd/summary-report-18-20, last
accessed March 2, 2023.

23. Int-16.
24. Int-4; Int-10; Int-21.
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Going Science Based: The Development of the
Science–Policy Interface (SPI)

The Problem Stream

Beyond substantive problems related to the scope and objectives of the
UNCCD, the convention also faces procedural challenges. Specifically, the
way decision makers receive scientific advice quickly appeared problematic.25

This function was intended to be performed by the Committee on Science
and Technology (CST) created by the UNCCD.26 However, already at COP4,
some delegates and the secretariat stressed the problem of the CST’s ineffective-
ness.27 As in the case of the scope expansion, the problem was further made
evident through FEEDBACK from the JIU. UN inspectors questioned the simulta-
neous holding of CST and COP meetings, noting low assimilation of CST out-
puts in COP decisions. In addition, the report underlined that “the CST does not
always get the scientists it needs,” as it is “composed of government represen-
tatives” (Ortiz and Tang 2005, 2). In a follow-up to the JIU report, the UNCCD
Secretariat also warned that “much scientific work on all aspects of land degra-
dation currently takes place outside the realm of the UNCCD.”28

The CST ineffectiveness problem materialized even more at COP9. In
2007, the COP requested the CST to advise how best to measure progress on
strategic objectives of the 2008–2018 strategic plan. The CST consulted affected
countries and identified eleven impact indicators.29 The COP then adopted two
of these: first, the proportion of the population in affected areas living above the
poverty line and, second, land cover status.30 According to two interviewees, the
COP’s selection of the indicators “based only on common use, not on rele-
vance” crystallized long-growing exasperation. It made CST members realize
that a revamping of CST operations was inevitable.31 So while decision makers
recognized the CST’s ineffectiveness early on in the UNCCD’s life, the problem
became more acute with the negative experience of stakeholders primarily con-
cerned with it.

25. Another procedural problem that is not unique to the UNCCD includes the default rule of
consensus-based decision-making. This rule significantly hampers progress for large MEA mem-
berships (COP(11)/16, 2013, 5, available at: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions
/documents/ICCD_COP11_16/16eng.pdf, last accessed March 2, 2023).

26. Article 24.
27. ENB summary report, COP4, 2000, 9, available at: https://enb.iisd.org/events/unccd-cop-4

/summary-report-11-22-december-2000, last accessed March 2, 2023.
28. COP(8)/ INF.5, 2007, available at: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions

/documents/ICCD_COP8_INF.5/inf5eng.pdf, last accessed March 2, 2023.
29. COP(9)/CST/4, 2009, available at: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions

/documents/ICCD_COP9_CST_4/cst4eng.pdf, last accessed March 2, 2023.
30. Decision 13/COP9, 2009, available at: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions

/documents/2019-08/13COP9_0.pdf, last accessed March 2, 2023.
31. Int-22; Int-24.
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The Solution Stream

When the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee for the Elaboration of the
UNCCD (INCD) was formed in 1993, some participants proposed the creation
of a new, independent scientific body on desertification, in vain:

Some delegates thought that a greater infusion of scientific and technical
expertise, along the lines of the [Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change; IPCC], would have maintained a better balance between science
and politics. However, when the INCD was formed, many maintained that
over 50 years of research had already been done on this subject, obviating
the need for a new intergovernmental scientific body to support the
negotiations.32

Given the convention’s specific emphasis on Africa and its side objective of
eradicating poverty,33 many delegates from advanced economies have long con-
sidered the UNCCD a development convention rather than an environmental
treaty (Bauer and Stringer 2009, 251). This may partly explain why the creation
of a scientific body was initially sidelined. Instead, the INCD created a
seventeen-member International Panel of Experts on Desertification, which
exerted very little impact on the negotiations and ceased to exist after the adop-
tion of the UNCCD (Corell 1999, 136).

A few years later, when the COP undertook to improve the CST’s effective-
ness,34 some countries, such as Switzerland, pushed the solution of an “inde-
pendent scientific panel” again.35 However, this solution received little attention
from decision makers. A plausible explanation is that Switzerland’s proposal
was still marginal and novel at that time. Therefore Switzerland alone may have
lacked the authority to be a successful design entrepreneur, and PERSISTENCE was
logically absent. Rather than considering a new design feature, the solution ini-
tially adopted by decision makers was to reshape the CST (Kohler 2019). In
2007, the COP decided that future ordinary sessions of the CST would be orga-
nized in a conference-style format focusing on one thematic topic.36 However,
the three scientific conferences held to this day failed to strengthen the weak
scientific basis of the convention (Chasek 2019, 25; Kohler 2019, 110).

In parallel, a more coordinated group of design entrepreneurs formed
under the name of DesertNet International. This association was created in
2005 to merge European scientific networks on desertification, which earned

32. ENB summary report, 1994, INC-5, available at: https://enb.iisd.org/events/5th-session
-intergovernmental-negotiating-committee-international-convention-combat/summary, last
accessed March 2, 2023.

33. Article 4.
34. Decision 17/COP4, 2000, available at: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions

/documents/2019-08/17COP4_0.pdf, last accessed March 2, 2023.
35. COP(5)/3/Add.2, 2001, available at: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions

/documents/ICCD_COP5_3_Add.2/3add2eng.pdf, last accessed March 2, 2023.
36. Decision 13/COP8, 2007, available at: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions

/documents/2019-08/13COP8_0.pdf, last accessed March 2, 2023.
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it a high degree of CREDIBILITY and authority.37 In a white paper submitted to
UNCCD COP9, the Dryland Science for Development Consortium, cochaired
by DesertNet International, recommended an “international science panel or
body” in support of the UNCCD (Akhtar-Schuster et al. 2010, 106). The use
of AVAILABILITY heuristics is, here again, particularly apparent: the white paper
presented lessons drawn from “an examination of a few of the most relevant”
scientific bodies servicing other MEAs. Relevant bodies mentioned in the paper
included the IPCC, Montreal Protocol Assessment Panels, and the proposed
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Ser-
vices (IPBES). This call for the creation of a comparable scientific panel at the
service of the UNCCD also echoed a growing number of scientific publications
(e.g., Bauer and Stringer 2009; Grainger 2009; Thomas et al. 2012). Thus, as
expected by MST, entrepreneurs initially pushed for the scientific panel solution
independently from the recognition of the UNCCD’s scientific-foundation
problem. Inspired by the close and salient climate regime, their solution took
time and persistent advocacy efforts to reach the UNCCD COP’s agenda.

The Political Stream

Since the 1990s, political RECEPTIVITY toward science-based decision-making has
undergone profound changes at the three levels of the political stream. Originally,
having government representatives in the UNCCD CST was a demand from
developing countries that “felt threatened by science, seeing it as a tool for pro-
moting the interests of developed countries” (Grainger 2009, 420).38 Over time,
delegates have gradually recognized and embraced the role science could play in
devising more effective indicators and making sound decisions.39 At the GLOBAL

LEVEL, as one participant notes, “all of the conventions improved significantly
since the 2000s on their flow of science in.”40 Progressively, decision makers
have improved or established science advisory bodies in other environmental
domains with the IPCC model in mind (Kohler 2019, 26). A telling example
is the negotiations of the IPBES initiated in 2005.

Within the UNCCD ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE, although many delegates
expressed “envy” of the IPCC and IPBES, there was a strong reluctance from
donor countries to the solution of a new scientific body at the service of the
UNCCD.41 Donor countries gave priority to avoiding redundancy and addi-
tional costs and thought that the IPCC, and, later, the IPBES, would provide

37. Int-28.
38. See also ENB summary report, INC-5, 1994, available at: https://enb.iisd.org/events/5th-session

-intergovernmental-negotiating-committee-international-convention-combat/summary, last
accessed March 2, 2023.

39. Int-10.
40. Int-22.
41. ENB summary report, CST S-2, 2011, 20, available at: https://enb.iisd.org/events/unccd-cric-9

-and-2nd-special-session-committee-science-and-technology-cst-s-2/summary-report, last
accessed March 2, 2023.
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the scientific knowledge that the UNCCD needed.42 However, scientist design
entrepreneurs argued that the equal emphasis on nature and people was unique
to the UNCCD and thus required a distinct scientific body to communicate
science to both decision makers and local communities affected by land degra-
dation.43 This argument gained traction in the minds of delegates, thereby
increasing political RECEPTIVITY to the creation of a scientific body for the UNCCD.
With the recognition of the problem, the existence of a solution, and progressive
shifts in the political stream, the only missing ingredient was, according to MST
expectations, the opening of a window of opportunity.

The Ad Hoc Working Group on Scientific Advice (AGSA)
Window of Opportunity

In 2009, the UNCCD COP requested the CST to assess how to organize scientific
advice in the UNCCD framework.44 Following scientist advocacy, the CST con-
sidered existing external options and the creation of a new scientific panel on
land and soil. However, CST members failed to agree on the solution to recom-
mend to the COP.45 The political composition of the CST made it difficult for
delegates to overcome disagreements. African countries, among others, sup-
ported the creation of a new panel. Others, such as Ecuador, preferred strength-
ening existing mechanisms. The United States and Norway suggested using the
IPBES. Many other delegates supported the coordination of regional scientific
networks.46

In light of the CST members’ failure to reach a consensus, the tenth COP
established the AGSA.47 The AGSA was composed of twelve independent scien-
tists, several of them members of DesertNet International. This created a win-
dow of opportunity for design entrepreneurs to hook their favored solutions to
the CST ineffectiveness problem. Their detailed report, introduced at COP11,
took into account delegates’ concerns about FEASIBILITY, financial implications,
and potential duplication of scientific panels.48 The report recommended a
mechanism consisting of three core modules: an SPI, an independent

42. ENB summary report, CST S-2, 2011, 20, available at: https://enb.iisd.org/events/unccd-cric-9
-and-2nd-special-session-committee-science-and-technology-cst-s-2/summary-report, last
accessed March 2, 2023; Int-7; Int-10; Int-16; Int-19; Int-26; Int-28.

43. Int-6; Int-22; Int-28.
44. Decision 18/COP9, 2009, available at: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions

/documents/2019-08/18COP9_0.pdf, last accessed March 2, 2023.
45. COP(10)/CST/6, 2011, available at: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions

/documents/ICCD_COP10_CST_6/cst6eng.pdf, last accessed March 2, 2023.
46. ENB summary report, CST S-2, 2011, 12, available at: https://enb.iisd.org/events/unccd-cric-9

-and-2nd-special-session-committee-science-and-technology-cst-s-2/summary-report, last
accessed March 2, 2023.

47. Decision 20/COP10, 2011, available at: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions
/documents/2019-08/20COP10_0.pdf, last accessed March 2, 2023.

48. COP(11)/CST/ INF.2, 2013, available at: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions
/documents/ICCD_COP11_CST_INF.2/cstinf2eng.pdf, last accessed March 2, 2023.
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nongovernmental group of scientists, and regional science and technology hubs.
The independence of AGSA members from political considerations and their
thorough scientific assessment of potential solutions likely facilitated the rise
of the SPI solution on the COP’s agenda.

The Decision-Making Outcome

Given the UNCCD’s tight budget constraints, only one of the three design fea-
tures proposed by the AGSA survived the decision-making process. Indeed, the
COP only agreed on creating the SPI,49 to which the CST now assigns various
scientific tasks. Despite its small size and scant financial resources resulting from
the bargaining power of donor countries, UNCCD delegates have expressed
overall satisfaction with the SPI outputs.50 Therefore COP13 extended its man-
date to COP16.51

The SPI case provides further support to the argument of independent
streams combined through a trial-and-error process. The SPI solution existed
prior to the creation of the CST, which, once again, brings into question
problem-driven conceptions of institutional change. Over the years, design
entrepreneurs advocated their solution at different occasions and venues. They
also participated in the recognition of the CST ineffectiveness problem while
building up political receptivity to their solution in the light of parties’ reactions
until the opening of an endogenous window of opportunity.

Conclusions

In retrospect, a critical observer could comment that little has changed in the
UNCCD framework in almost three decades. However, as Roberts and St
John (2021, 14) remark, “academics are often utopians with limited under-
standing of how change occurs in practice or the obstacles that [actors] face
when pushing for change.” Despite severe financial and political constraints
( Johnson et al. 2006), UNCCD stakeholders have demonstrated their ability
to connect, at critical moments, solutions drawn from the experience of other
environmental treaties to various internal problems. In the case of the UNCCD,
the findings show that the most readily available models to draw from are the
UNFCCC and the CBD. This conforms to expectations, as the three conventions
share a common historical background and are in regular interaction.

49. Decision 23/COP11, 2013, available at: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions
/documents/2019-08/23COP11_0.pdf, last accessed March 2, 2023.

50. ENB summary report, COP13, 2017, 17, available at: https://enb.iisd.org/events/13th-session
-conference-parties-unccd-cop-13/summary-report-6-16-september-2017, last accessed March
2, 2023.

51. Decision 19/COP13, 2017, available at: https://www.unccd.int/sites/default/files/sessions
/documents/2019-08/19COP13_0.pdf, last accessed March 2, 2023.
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Overall, the empirical evidence on both the substantive and procedural
adaptations points to the relative independence of streams, the bounded ratio-
nality of actors, the crucial advocacy role of entrepreneurs, and the necessity of
opportunity windows, which can be endogenous to an MEA framework. The
development of solutions relatively independently from problems and the
use of availability heuristics suggest that the development of new UNCCD
design features was neither fully rational nor problem driven. Therefore the
results demonstrate the applicability of MST to design development within
MEA settings. Future research should nonetheless examine if multiple-stream
patterns hold for other MEAs with different historical legacies, memberships,
problem structures, and institutional apparatuses.

This article presents a theory-guided interpretation of two cases rather than
a formal test of MST. However, this research provides some lessons about the
conditions under which MST is most likely accurate. First, appropriate monitor-
ing and feedback mechanisms are key to unraveling problems. Without
provisions on impact assessments, periodic reporting on implementation, or
stakeholder committees, decision makers are less likely to become aware of
problems. In addition, a bureaucracy in charge of centralizing such information
is expected to facilitate problem recognition (Jinnah 2014). In the case of the
UNCCD, the feedback that got the most attention from decision makers was
arguably the JIU report and secretariat documentation. However, monitoring
mechanisms are plentiful in environmental governance. Investigating other
design development cases would likely contribute to identifying other effective
feedback provisions.

Second, treaty bodies tasked with advocacy duties or providing opportu-
nities for actors to advocate solutions contribute to multiple-stream patterns.
My findings shed particular light on the advocacy role of the secretariat, but
other institutions with advisory and advocacy duties are frequent in interna-
tional environmental law. Furthermore, treaties that require regular meetings
among party representatives, such as the UNCCD COP, create periodic windows
of opportunity for design entrepreneurs to advocate their proposals. Last, the
SPI case exemplifies that even when the original treaty does not create a
full-fledged institutional apparatus, delegates can still decide to set up new
institutions along the way. Therefore the role and strategies of treaty bodies
in transforming environmental governance should be investigated more com-
prehensively. This would allow IR scholars to draw a broader picture of the
various design entrepreneurs and strategies that can make MEAs more dynamic
and potentially more effective.

Noémie Laurens is a postdoctoral researcher in international relations at the
Geneva Graduate Institute and an associate researcher at the Canada research
chair in international political economy. Her research focuses on environmental
governance, trade–environment politics, institutional change, and institutional
design. This article is part of her PhD dissertation, which deals with when, why,
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and how international environmental agreements evolve over time. She also has
several coauthored publications on the trade–environment nexus in the World
Trade Review, International Environmental Agreements: Politics, Law, and Economics,
and Climate Policy.
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