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MONGOLIA

Johannes D. Rey

ALL QUIET ON THE MONGOLIAN FRONT

A general problem affecting every field of Mongolian 
politics concerns getting hold of the precise facts and 
figures necessary to develop sustainable solutions. 
Despite this shortcoming, politicians and the public are 
becoming increasingly aware of environmental issues� 
This is because, in the capital Ulan Bator in parti-
cular, problems such as widespread air pollution and 
increasing water scarcity are having a direct impact on 
people� The whole world is talking about air pollution 
in Beijing and New Delhi� But with an average annual 
particulate matter concentration of 279 micrograms 
per cubic metre (safe limit: 20), the pollution in Ulan 
Bator is, according to the WHO, more than double that 
of Beijing (121) and enough to earn it second place 
after Ahwaz in Iran (379) in the list of cities with the 
most polluted air� Another, equally serious problem is 
that the city’s only source of drinking water, the Tuul, 
is heavily polluted; WHO figures show that it is the 
fifth dirtiest river in the world.

STARTING POINT

Mongolia is sparsely populated, the world’s largest 
landlocked country and home to extreme climatic 
and geographical conditions� As such, it is extre-
mely vulnerable to climate change and is facing the 
particular challenge of working out how to protect 
its limited natural resources, fragile ecosystems and 
unique biodiversity� Increasing economic dynamism is 
causing water consumption and land use to increase 
unchecked� Rapid urbanisation and migration to urban 
centres, combined with a booming mining sector, are 
leading to a rise in energy demand that to this day is 
still met almost exclusively with coal� Mongolia has 
neither a rigorous government strategy nor any incen-
tive mechanisms for energy efficiency and energy 
savings� The population is almost entirely uninformed 
about the ways they can save energy and become 
more energy efficient. According to statements by a 
high-level civil servant in the environment ministry, 
climate and human influences and their impact on 
Mongolia are mainly visible in the following areas:

 Q The progressive melting of the permafrost and 
mountain glaciers

 Q The increasing frequency of dzuds (freezing winters 
with heavy snow that cause millions of animals to 
freeze or starve to death)

 Q The decline in surface water and the falling water 
table

 Q The disappearance of natural pastures, forests and 
wetlands as a result of desertification (desertifica-
tion affects 70 percent of the country), and heavy 
smog in Ulan Bator

 Q The development and spread of tropical diseases 
and previously unknown parasites, which are posing 
an increasing threat to the health of people and the 
country’s wildlife

CLIMATE PROTECTION AND ENVIRONMENTAL 

POLICY

Mongolia is a member of numerous international 
agreements, including the UNFCCC, the CBD and 
the UNCCD. It ratified the Kyoto Protocol in 1999. 
However, the most important document concerning 
government environmental policy is the National 
Action Plan on Climate Change, which was adopted on 
6 January 2011 and will remain in force until 2021� 
The main goals are to reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions by promoting environmentally friendly technolo-
gies, and to increase energy efficiency in the energy 
sector� The National Renewable Energy Program has 
been in force since 2007� Its most important provision 
stipulates that renewable energies should be covering 
20 to 25 percent of total energy generation by 2020�

Smog over Ulan Bator.
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CLIMATE CHANGE AND THE ENERGY SECTOR

Mongolia has sufficient environmental laws, but there 
is still room for improvement in their implementation� 
The bare figures are sobering. Ninety-two percent of 
Mongolia’s energy is generated by seven coal-fired 
power plants that were built during the socialist era 
and mainly use untreated raw coal� Renewable ener-
gies cover just three percent, and some 600 diesel 
generators account for the remaining five percent. The 
energy sector thus continues to rely heavily on coal, 
and energy production and consumption are based on 
inadequate technology and poor efficiency. How-
ever, investments in expanding renewable energies, 
particularly wind power, are on the rise� According to 
the Wind Energy Development Roadmap for Mongolia, 
wind should be covering around a fifth of national 
consumption by 2020� Meteorological data from the 
National Renewable Energy Center shows that the 
country has average wind speeds of between 7�5 and 
8�5 metres per second� Last year, Mongolia put its 
first ever wind farm – totalling 50 megawatts – into 
operation in Salkhit, close to Ulan Bator� Solar energy 
and hydropower are also receiving increasing support� 
With 257 cloudless days every year, Mongolia is one of 
the world’s sunniest countries� Over the past decade, 
the government has been introducing small solar 
electricity systems for Mongolia’s nomadic communi-
ties� The technology can compete with their traditional 
energy sources� The country has been having success 
with hydropower plants since 1959� Two new systems 
have just gone into operation, and others are in the 
pipeline�

OUTLOOK

The Mongolian government, and in particular the 
environment ministry, is anxious to limit the negative 
impact that the country’s rapid economic growth is 
having on the environment� By working with inter-
national organisations like the United Nations and its 
development and environmental programmes (UNDP 
and UNEP), and with the support of the World Bank, 
the Asian Development Bank and GIZ, the govern-
ment is trying to reform Mongolia’s finance and energy 
sector� The country collaborates closely with numerous 
non-governmental organisations and in particular 
with German political foundations to improve envi-
ronmental awareness among the Mongolian public� 
In 2008, the Mongolian parliament adopted a Nati-
onal Development Strategy based on the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDG). The fifth national MDG 
progress report, which was published on 3 December 
2013, confirmed that Mongolia was on track – inclu-
ding with regard to the environment – to achieve 

two-thirds of its goals by 2015� However, the situation 
for Ulan Bator’s 1�4 million residents (almost half of 
the country’s population now lives in the capital) has 
not improved a great deal. Until the old coal-fired 
power plants undergo sufficient modernisation, and as 
long as an estimated 600,000 people continue to heat 
their yurts or small homes by burning wood, coal and 
rubbish in basic stoves, the city will see no improve-
ment in air pollution in particular� Environmental pro-
blems in rural areas also remain largely unsolved� For 
instance, around 100,000 informal miners continue 
to work in artisanal mining projects that rely heavily 
on mercury for extracting gold from its ore� The list of 
shortcomings could go on� As far as the vast majority 
of Mongolians is concerned, all is quiet on the environ-
mental front�

Average annual temperatures have risen 1.2 °C in the Altai 
highlands over the past 50 years; the valleys have seen an 
increase of 3.5 °C.


