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Glossary: Sustainability Terms for the Israeli Diplomat 

 
 

Introduction 

The topics of sustainability and the environment increasingly occupy a central place 

on the international agenda, given the circumstances of the unprecedented destruction 

to the natural environment, and the inherent dangers this poses to all of humanity. 

Diplomats around the world are engaging with these topics on a regular basis, and are 

required to do so on a wide variety of occasions. Therefore, is it important for Israeli 

diplomats to be proficient in the basic terms and concepts of this field. Accordingly, 

we have prepared a short glossary of the principal and most relevant terms for the 

work of Israeli diplomats (we have also published a glossary of climate change terms 

separately). 

 

1. SDG'S -  Sustainable Development Goals  
Seventeen global goals adopted by the member states of the UN in 2015, with the 

goal of implementing them by 2030, that were designed to benefit humankind and 

planet Earth and foster prosperity. The goals include 169 -targets and 237 

indicators. The SDG's relate to goals such as the eradication of hunger, poverty, 

providing clean water, health and, education for all, establish equality, prevent 

climate change, and more. They aspire to create a shared international language 

and singular global agenda for humankind. 

 

2. The Global Agenda 

Synonymous with the Sustainable Development Goals, the Global Agenda 

completes them in that it is the framework for a singular agenda – a collective idea 

for all of humankind – to reach the shared goals by 2030, which are the seventeen 

SDGs. These constitute a singular sustainability agenda for all countries of the 

world.  

 

3. Sustainability 
A fundamental concept in international relations today which refers to a kind of 

development and human activity that answers to the current needs of humankind 

but which does not harm the ability of future generations to meet their needs. This 

may be achieved through the adoption of methods and behaviors that preserve the 

planet’s resources, the natural environment, and ecosystems, and which allow them 

to renew. Today’s sustainability approach increasingly guides human activity, 

including in the economic realm.  

 

4. Environment 
The natural system includes flora and fauna, and maintains the relationships 

between its different systems. Protecting the environment from disturbances and 

human harm is one of the key pillars in international relations today, and includes a 

wide range of treaties, agreements, and international organizations whose goal is to 
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protect it, such as the UN’s Environmental Program (UNEP) which has 

its headquarters in Nairobi, Kenya. 

 

5. Desertification 
A process in which the ground loses its fertility to the point where its ability to be 

used for agriculture or to grow natural vegetation is severely reduced. According to 

the UN, humankind has harmed the productivity of about a third of all fertile lands 

in the world. The causes of the desertification process are human activities such as 

deforestation, overgrazing, intensive use of chemical fertilizers, soil salinization as 

the result of unsustainable agriculture, and more. Climate change also contributes 

to desertification processes, which are currently in an accelerated trend of 

expansion.  Desertification is a major problem in sub-Saharan Africa and the 

Middle East, but is not a major threat in Israel due to protecting measures taken by 

the state, and Israel leads in research on it. 

 

6. UNCCD- United Nations Convention to Combat 

Desertification 
A treaty signed in Paris in 1994 following the recommendations of the 1992 Rio 

Summit, in the face of desert expansion across the world and increasing 

understanding that this is a global problem that endangers the lives and livelihoods 

of hundreds of millions of people globally. The secretariat of the UNCCD is 

located in Bonn, Germany (together with the Climate Change convention). The 

UNCCD came into force in 1996. Israel ratified it in 1996, and given its experience 

in the area of combatting desertification, is one of the convention's most active 

members.   

 

7. Biological Diversity 
All forms of life, including all animals and plants species. Biological diversity is 

critical and necessary for the survival of humankind and for all life on planet Earth. 

Protecting biological diversity is one of the most urgent and important tasks before 

us today, and attracts considerable attention in international relations. There are a 

number of multilateral international agreements (MEAs) relating to this field. 

 

8. UN Convention on Biological Diversity  
The most important and central of the conventions that relate to flora and fauna. 

The convention was signed at the Rio conference (Earth Summit) in 1992 and 

came into force in 1993. Its goal is to protect biological diversity and to ensure the 

sustainable use of its components. Israel ratified the convention in 1995.  

 

9. The Sixth Extinction 
Scientists estimate that there have been five mass extinction events on Earth that 

caused the quick and sudden disappearance of a wide range of species'. In our time, 

the notion of a "sixth extinction" has increasingly entered the discourse – a mass 

extinction event, sixth in number, that is happening now and which is unique in 

that it is man-made. The UN estimates that some 1 million life forms out of the 8 

million that exist today are endangered. The extinction of species' threatens global 

food security and creates serious threats to humankind. 
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10. Ecocide 
Comprehensive harm or destruction of natural systems in a manner so extensive 

that they experience difficulty in rehabilitating themselves, while human 

populations are endangered. Ecocide can be caused by widespread pollution, large-

scale killing of species', or destruction of complete natural systems such as 

rainforests.  

 

11. Zoonoses (singular – zoonosis) 
Diseases that transfer from animals to humans. In the past forty years, we have 

witnessed a significant increase in the outbreak of new zoonotic diseases, such as 

the COVID-19 pandemic, HIV, Ebola and others. In fact, some 72% of new 

emerging diseases are diseases that originate in animals. The destruction of the 

natural environment and extinction of species are perceived as central factors in the 

increase in frequency of these diseases. 

 

12. World Water Crisis 
The amounts of freshwater, its reducing availability for human use, and its 

pollution, have created an intensifying crisis for humanity. In many regions of the 

world, there are considerable water shortages, and the expectation is that this 

problem will worsen with global population growth, the increasing demand for 

water in agriculture and industry, and the climate crisis. The UN estimates that the 

number of people experiencing water shortages will grow by hundreds of millions 

in the coming years. The Middle East, where Israel is located, is the region that 

suffers the most in the world from water shortages. 

 

13. Food Security 
Food security is one of the greatest challenges of our time, and worsened 

significantly during the COVID-19 pandemic. Around one billion people are 

hungry in the world today, and this number has increased in recent years. The term 

includes food in sufficient quantities, lack of good nutritional value, and of equal 

availability and price for each individual. Today, many efforts are being made in 

the international arena to establish global food security, led by the UN and its 

different agencies, especially the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO). Israel 

is also partner to these efforts.  

 

14. Recycling 
One of the central approaches to managing the environmental crisis and preventing 

pollution and resource depletion. However, this approach has many limitations, 

and a considerable amount of rubbish designated for recycling goes to 

underdeveloped countries (often illegally), causing serious health and 

environmental damage, and is only a small part of managing the increasing amount 

of waste. We note that recycling needs to be a last resort solution that arises only 

after the reduction of resource consumption, full reuse, and the implementation of 

principles such as circular economy. 

 

15.  The Anthropocene 
The name given to the current geological era in which the extent and depth of 

human influence on planet Earth is so great and significant that it essentially 
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shapes planet Earth and life on it, as though it were a geological event. 

Human influence is evident in the significant decline of amounts of flora and 

fauna, changes in topography and the surface of the land, changes in the 

composition of the atmosphere, in oceans, even in the layers of the earth from 

which we produce minerals and water, and of course, in the climate.  

. 

16. Circular Economy 
An economy based on the reuse of resources, instead of the one-time use and 

conversion into waste of resources ("linear economy"). The idea of a circular 

economy derives from the understanding that the planet's resources are limited and 

are being consumed at an accelerated rate, and that in order to preserve them, we 

must move to a different economic management that avoids/reduces the use of 

"virginal" (new) raw materials. This is an idea that is gaining momentum in public 

discourse in the international arena, and a growing number of countries aspire to 

achieve this type of an economy. 

 

17. Build Back Better 
A concept that has increasingly penetrated the international discourse since the 

outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the understanding that it is up to 

humanity to conduct and build itself in the best way possible by looking towards 

the future and deriving intermediate targets. The idea is to look forward, to see 

where we want to be, and from there to determine policies and targets, instead of 

returning to the same patterns that created threats and prevented our resilience to 

crises such as that of COVID-19. In the economic sense of COVID-19, for 

example, being 'built back better' means to invest in a sustainable economy that 

strengthens the environment and the climate, and which does not harm them. Any 

action otherwise will harm us and our capacity to manage the climate crisis.   

 

18. Green Recovery 
A concept that has risen strongly on the international agenda following the severe 

economic damage caused by COVID-19 which relates to the rehabilitation of the 

economy in a sustainable manner that does not harm the planet's environment or 

resources, but that rather strengthens them while significantly reducing greenhouse 

gas emissions. For example, 'green recovery' may be directing budgets towards 

renewable energy projects rather than helping the oil, gas, and coal industries that 

harm the climate and the environment. Green recovery is perceived as a significant 

opportunity to build the economy in a sustainable way, and is highly recommended 

by organizations such as the OECD. 

 

19. Blue Economy 
The seas and the oceans constitute an important source of food and resources, and 

serve as a basis for the global economy. The 'blue economy' refers to sustainable 

and balanced use and management of the economic resources of the ocean that 

doesn't diminish them or bring about irreparable harm as a result of over-

exploitation or pollution, and that increases the contribution of marine resources to 

the economy. Countries with beaches, particularly island countries, are highly 

dependent on economic resources that the sea provides them. 
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20.  UN Decade on Restoration A decade declared by the UN 

between 2021-2030, deriving from an understanding that ecosystems' existence are 

at a critical danger point, which in turn endangers humans. Therefore, there is a 

need for a global effort on the part of all world countries to reverse the trend of 

environmental destruction and to replace it with a trend of rehabilitation and 

strengthening of the natural systems.  

 

21. Nature Based Solutions 
Solutions to environmental and climate problems that are based on the natural 

activities of our natural systems. Carbon dioxide absorption from the atmosphere 

through the renewal of forests or rehabilitation of ecosystems is an example of a 

nature-based solution. Despite their availability and relatively low price, only 

minimal resources are directed to these kinds of solutions. Nonetheless, attention 

paid to them in the international discourse is growing. 

 

22. Environmental Crime 
Causing significant damage to the environment or nature, against the law, while 

endangering the natural environment and humans and their health. This category 

includes environmental pollution, illegal trade of waste, illegal hunting (poaching), 

illegal trade of animals (trafficking), illegal tree logging, and more. Some 

international organizations recognize environmental crime as a major source of 

funds for international terrorism.      

 

23. Environmental Justice 
This concept relates to fair and equitable distribution and to equal access to all 

natural resources such as water, public land, open spaces, clean air, and more. It 

also refers to the proportional division of negative impacts, such as of industry, on 

the environment. This concept developed within the context of an approach that 

sees nature and the environment as a general resource that, if not used in an equal 

manner, creates social, economic and health gaps among different populations in 

the world and within countries themselves. The social justice approach gives 

different population groups the ability to influence environmental decision-making 

that affects their quality of life, health, and more. 

 

Note: this document was prepared based on the best of our knowledge for the 

needs of Israeli diplomats. It does not come to replace or change other definitions 

or terms used internationally and it does not include all the terms in the wide field 

of sustainability – one may add more. For those who want to learn more we 

recommend further reading and visiting the websites of the relevant international 

organizations.  
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