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Chair Biographies  
Welcome to the United Nations Environment Programme! My name is Brynn Hewitt. I am a junior at 
Clinton, and this is my third year in Model UN. This will be my first time chairing at a conference. Currently, 
I am the treasurer of MUN at Clinton. Outside of Model UN, I am involved in cross country and lacrosse, 
and I enjoy hiking, playing the ukulele and reading in my spare time. For any pre-conference questions that 
you may have, please do not hesitate to contact me at brynnchewitt@gmail.com. I will be more than willing 
to provide any desired information. I am pleased to be your chair at UMVMUN 2019 and my co-chair and I 
will make sure to provide organized, productive committee sessions. 
 
My name is Mallory Wickline. I am currently in my junior year at Clinton High School. UMVMUN is 
providing me with my first experience as a chair in my third year of MUN. At my high school, I am the Vice 
President of our Model UN club. Model UN has provided me with a valuable learning experience as it has 
introduced to me hard-hitting debate surrounding many worldly and pressing topics. Other activities I enjoy 
include my twelve year love of playing violin, participating on my school’s varsity tennis team, Science 
Olympiad, and kayaking. If you have questions or concerns before the conference, you can email me at 
mzwickline17@gmail.com. If anything comes up, I am absolutely willing to help you and provide you with 
the most up-to-date answer that I can. I am more than excited to be your chair and am looking forward to an 
inquisitive debate! 
 

Social Media 
UMVMUN makes a conscientious use of social media to promote attendance at our conference, share news 
and resources, and engage with delegates who plan on attending. Additionally, UMVMUN will have a 
Snapchat filter for use during lunch breaks. We strongly encourage all delegates to follow our Twitter and 
Instagram handles @UMVMUN, make use of the #UMVMUN hashtag, and confirm your attendance on 
our Facebook event page Upper Mohawk Valley MUN 2019. In the weeks leading up to the conference we 
will even have our chairs post valuable resources that will serve to guide delegates in their committee research! 
 

 

 
Committee History 
In 1972, the United Nations Environmental Programme was established following the Stockholm Conference 
on the Human Environment, which discussed the changing conditions of the environment and how to best 
handle those changes. This committee has recognized and addressed a multitude of environmental crises and 
nations have coordinated efforts to implement programs and policies to rectify such issues. UNEP has been 
integral in aiding developing nations to introduce eco-friendly policies regarding issues that they may not be 
properly equipped to handle on their own. Through this age of increasingly devastating environmental 
conditions, resolutions introduced by UNEP have helped avoid many incidents which would contribute to 
the environmental downturn of our world. 
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UNEP serves a purpose to help guide the UN’s decisions surrounding the environment and is present in 
advocating for the protection of the environment with other decisions reached by the UN. Some of its major 
participation in cooperation with the General Assembly and the UN as a whole is thanks to the help of the 
scientific community in providing valuable, up-to-date research on various aspects of the environment. 
UNEP recognizes the damage created by human action to the environment, and its member's campaign to 
find solutions and global agreements to lessen our detrimental effect on our earth. Members of UNEP are 
elected in four-year terms by the GA. Certain regions are allotted a specific number of seats to ensure 
accurate global representation. Its Governing Council used to be 58 members strong and remains dedicated 
to addressing the global issues our environment faces today and into the future. With introductions of more 
currently accessible solutions, this number has been allowed to grow to provide for an even better degree of 
representation. They meet every two years to discuss the current status of their varying important issues. 
 
This program is significantly responsible for helping pass many groundbreaking resolutions that have been 
introduced since its inception. In 1979, the still-relevant Bonn Convention on Migratory Species (or CMS) 
was established. A majority of member states agreed to allow for the protection of over 100 species of 
migratory avians. Another example of a resolution that was passed is one of the UN’s most successful treaties 
to date, which is the Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer, ratified by 197 
countries. This momentous protocol of 1987 deals with phasing out dangerous chemicals, drastically 
decreasing practices and substances that deplete the ozone, and ultimately protecting human health in 
addition to the health of the environment. The next year saw another big contribution to the program. The 
1988 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, or IPCC, was collaboratively established by the World 
Meteorological Organization and UNEP to discuss current research findings on climate change so that they 
can be accurately addressed. In 1992, UNEP successfully helped to establish the Convention on Biodiversity 
during the commencement of the United Nations Conference on the Environment and Development. Three 
years later, the 1995 Basel Ban Amendment passed, prohibiting countries from exporting toxic wastes, and 
thus preventing an increased level of danger to various ecosystems and organism health. The new millenium 
provided even more of an opportunity for UNEP to invoke a new degree of change. 2002 saw the beginning 
of a new partnership between the powers of the world called the Partnership for Clean Fuels of Vehicles. 
Sub-Saharan Africa was helped to increase the safety and improve any hazards surrounding its leaded fuels, 
allowing savings into the billions. One of the more recent exceptional contributions of UNEP is 2012’s 
Climate and Clean Air Coalition to Reduce Short-Lived Climate Pollutants. This coalition allowed nations to 
opt in or opt out of decreasing several types of pollutants that contribute to climate change and are hazardous 
to humans. 
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The significant contributions UNEP has made in providing valuable insight to the health of ecosystems and 
the atmosphere on a global scale has led to better recognition of its merits within the past decade. In 
December 2012, UNEP was granted universal membership of its governance by the GA at the Rio+20 
Summit. All 193 member states of the UN were then granted permission to participate in 2013’s UNEP 
Governing Council. This is the greater diversity and representation referred to above. The global recognition 
of UNEP as the UN’s leading body on the environment and human impacts upon it stresses greater 
importance of its role in the international community. For the 40 years prior to this, no structural change to 
UNEP’s body had ever been as large.  
 

Special Committee Notes 
At UMVMUN 2019, the United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund will be run in resolution 
style. This means that, in order to qualify for an award, delegates must prepare pre-written resolutions for 
both topics. We anticipate that delegates will need to bring approximately forty-nine (49) copies of each 
resolution, however, we ask that you consult the Country/Committee Matrix on our website to determine the 
number of delegates that have been offered seats in our committee and to print that quantity plus three 
additional copies for the committee chairs.  
 
To limit the amount of paper used on conference day, we ask that the resolutions be composed using 
Garamond font (size 11), that the resolutions be printed on both sides of the paper, and that the resolutions 
for each topic are stapled together into a single packet. In addition, the Chairs at UMVMUN 2019 look 
favorably upon delegates sending their resolutions to their respective committee chairs via e-mail by 
December 9 so that the chairs can give more careful consideration to the preparation and thought that their 
committee members have given to the topics that will be discussed. Sending pre-written resolutions to the 
chairs is not required, only encouraged. Emailing resolutions does not replace the requirement for delegates 
to bring enough printed copies for their committee. 
 
It should be known that, at UMVMUN, we strive to acknowledge the most outstanding delegates in 
committee by choosing the three delegates that exhibit the most well-rounded preparation for the conference 
and the best performance in committee. To learn more, we urge delegates to explore the Awards Rubric on 
our website. Delegates new to Model UN and/or UMVMUN should refer to the Delegate Preparation Guide 
found on the For Delegates page of our website to learn about: research, flow of debate, public speaking, 
rules of procedure, caucusing, writing resolutions, and dressing for success. 
 
Note: UNEP is a program established by the General Assembly (GA). Because of this, delegates should be prepared to expect 
that any working papers passed by the committee are required to be presented in the GA Plenary and voted on by its members. 
This is a requirement to have a final passed resolution. Communication beforehand with the delegate representing your same 
country in the GA Plenary is encouraged so that a similar level of understanding of the topic the working paper addresses is 
achieved.   
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 Topic 1: Toxicity and Bioaccumulation of Mercury in Marine 
Environments 
 
Introduction 
The substance mercury, and especially methylmercury, is extremely toxic to various life forms including 
humans. Information surrounding mercury’s place as a pollutant prevalent in marine ecosystems has been 
increasingly discussed since the 1950s. Mercury emissions are both naturally and artificially occurring, as seen 
by actions taken in gold mining, fossil fuel combustion, the production of thermal heat energy, the chlorine 
creation process, the cement creation process, the production of steel, and more. Around 70% of mercury 
emissions are a result of human interference. This is a global issue which, when first present in one body of 
water, can rapidly spread in and further contaminate the environment. Mercury pollution is found in marine 
ecosystems all over the earth, commonly testing high in remote areas. This substance is emitted into the 
environment, finding its way into lifeforms based in and around the water, making its way through the food 
chain. Levels of mercury rise as the substance transfers up to larger animals through the food chain, leading 
to hazardous amounts. Across the board, 5,000-8,000 metric tons of mercury are emitted into the 
environment yearly . Mercury presence in marine life, as it continues to spread, poses an increased threat to 
humans, as human consumption of seafood affected by mercury can transfer mercury to human consumers. 
Both natural and anthropogenic sources are the cause of danger of rising mercury levels within marine 
lifeforms. Biomagnification of mercury through the food chain causes danger as it travels and levels continue 
to rise past safe standards. 
 
Definition of Key Terms 
Bioaccumulation: The gradual accumulation and increase in concentration of substances, such as pesticides or 
other chemicals in an organism. 
 
Biomagnification: The increase in concentration of a substance, often harmful, within organisms’ tissues as it 
travels through the food chain. 
 
Ecosystem: A community of living organisms in conjunction with the nonliving components of their 
environment, with living and nonliving components linked through nutrient and energy cycles. 
 
Pollutant: A substance or energy introduced into the environment that has undesired effects or adversely 
affects the usefulness of a resource. 
 
Anthropogenic: Of, relating to, or resulting from the influence of human beings on natural environments. 
 
Chlor-alkali: Product of salt water electrolysis in which the chemicals chlorine and alkali are created; most 
often, the alkali produced is sodium hydroxide. 
 
Mole: Scientific unit used to measure very large amounts of minuscule, microscopic particles or entities; 1 
mole is equal to 6.022 x 10^23. 
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General Overview 
When the chemical substance mercury is released into the atmosphere it poses the risk of contaminating 
ocean via wind, precipitation, or other natural events. Mercury can travel through the atmosphere and down 
to the ocean in as little as five days after emission up to a year post-occurrence. Because of this time 
discrepancy, mercury emitted in one part of the world can be deposited on the other side of the globe 
depending on various meteorological and chemical factors. Mercury is anthropogenically emitted into the 
environment, particularly through the ocean, through fossil fuels, artisanal gold mines, oil and coal burning, 
thermal heat energy processes, chlor-alkali creation, steel production, overall waste, and cement production. 
Naturally, mercury emissions can derive from volcanoes, soil and rock weathering, forest fires, and other 
geothermal activities. While human activities are responsible for 70% of mercury emissions, artisanal gold 
mining alone results in 30% of all mercury released into earth’s atmosphere and environment. Mercury 
emissions are estimated to be around 8,900 metric tons every year. Currently, anthropogenic contributions 
have led to a triple increase in mercury levels in the aftermath of the Industrial Revolution. Shallow waters  
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have faced the greatest increase in mercury concentration. In 2014, researchers of 
the Royal Netherlands Institute for Sea Research, the Woods Hole Oceanographic 
Institute, and the Observatoire Midi-Pyréneés published their findings concerning 
the presence of mercury in the oceans on a worldly scale. They determined that 
while the Pacific Ocean waters have remained practically unharmed due to the 
long period of time it takes for deep water to circulate there, waters in the Atlantic 
have comparatively become more polluted because of the different type of 
circulation present. Over 290 million moles of mercury have been calculated to be 
present in the ocean, causing many scientists to worry about the possibility of 
mercury entering into the food chain. 
 
The consummation of mercury in the marine food chain is very dangerous as the 
substance makes its way up through the top predators. The entrance into the food 
chain is unknown by scientists as it varies from ecosystem to ecosystem and region 
by region as different species of organisms are present in different locations.  
 
Bacteria likely play a large role in these ecosystems, changing inorganic mercury to 
methylmercury, a considerably more dangerous form of the chemical. From there, 
mercury moves up the food chain and biomagnifies for every new organism. 
Metallic and methylmercury bioaccumulate in smaller amounts in marine 
invertebrates than vertebrates. Exposure can start small, but by both the processes 

of bioaccumulation and biomagnification, mercury exposure is seen to grow as a wide review of aquatic food 
chains is established. Top predators may have extreme levels of mercury accumulated within their tissues in 
comparison to the water in which they live. The aquatic lifeforms that scientists have determined to have the 
highest levels of mercury include white tuna, different species of shark, king mackerel, and swordfish.  
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Mercury is a threat to various organisms in the ocean who are exposed to it. It affects growth and several 
bodily systems, compromising overall health. Not only are marine organisms affected by oceanic mercury 
exposure, but other mammals who rely on the sea are as well. This includes birds, amphibians, and reptiles 
that might live and eat around mercury polluted areas.  
 
Recently, as has been published in Nature, a science journal, climate change is seen as a factor increasing the 
already-occurring bioaccumulation process. Rising water temperatures have the ability to increase the levels of 
methylmercury in fish despite the present regulations seen worldwide. Larger levels of mercury have entered 
the food chain, bioaccumulating to greater levels than previously seen due to the warmer conditions. The 
researchers who published in Nature have determined that increases of a single degree Celsius a year can lead 
to dangerous high percentages of increased methylmercury. In considering the problem of increasing 
bioaccumulation of mercury, big-picture ideas like climate change should be considered because they do 
influence ways of life in various marine environments. Other factors that may affect mercury concentration 
can include phytoplankton production, size of species populations, size and age of the specific organism, 
changes in the seasons, water circulation patterns, various sources of mercury, and type of mercurial 
compound (for example, methylmercury). 
 
Though human contact with mercury is not the main focus of this topic, it is undeniable that humans could 
be affected by these increasing mercury levels in sea organisms with their consumption. By consuming fish 
with high mercury levels, for example, humans are exposed to mercury and methylmercury. Methylmercury is 
more toxic because as it travels through the food chain, it takes an extremely long time to dissipate. This 
consumption could lead to mercury poisoning, resulting in neurological symptoms, such as speech 
impediments, loss or impairment of motor function, reduction of peripheral vision, and numbness in the 
hands, feet, or mouth. Pregnant women are particularly at risk for their unborn embryos and fetuses 
developing birth defects and genetic abnormalities. Scientists have also determined that methylmercury is a 
possible carcinogen, increasing the danger of consumption.  
 
Major Countries Involved 
United States: Since 2011, mercury regulations in the US have allowed for a decline in mercury emissions and 
subsequent environmental damage and health crises. Recently though, the current administration has relaxed 
these policies, leading to gradually increasing mercury levels in the past year. 
 
China: The leading cause of anthropogenic mercury emissions, gold mining, has its highest prevalence in 
China. China produces almost 500 tons of gold per year. 
 
Norway: Along with Canada and Russia, Norway recently piloted a program to investigate mercury levels in 
the Arctic and to take steps to reduce them, accordingly. 
 
Peru: In 2009, Peru signed the Environmental Cooperation Agreement with the US, in which they 
coordinated efforts to reduce the mercury presence in Peru.  
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Netherlands: As part of the European Union, the Netherland supports the call for an international mercury 
convention. They follow the directive given by the EU on the topic as far as regulation of mercury and waste 
management.  
 
Russia: Especially denoting the European side of Russia; locations in Russia where background pollution in 
the atmosphere is a major concern. These locations have some of the highest levels of mercury emissions in 
the world. In collaboration with UNEP and the EPA of the United States, Russian power plants have been 
the site of testing to determine if mercury removal during the process of coal combustion is possible.  
 
Relevant Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) 
Greenpeace: The NGO Greenpeace is focused on environmental issues plaguing the world. Relating to 
Sustainable Development Goal 14: Life Below Water, Greenpeace looks toward using greener and more 
efficient methods to sustain life while in turn harming the environment as little as possible. Support for this 
NGO is varied due to the difference in their stance on nonviolent means to help the earth and the 
occurrences of their members taking actions that go against national and international law. Regarding the 
quality of marine life, Greenpeace supports an international attempt to protect the world’s oceans from 
harmful human activities. They remain dedicated to working on issues such as overfishing, the release of 
dangerous toxins, protecting coral reefs, climate change resulting in acidification and increasingly warmer 
waters, and mining in deep-sea locales. This organization only receives funds from citizen donations rather 
than large foundations. 
 
Oceania: An NGO whose main campaigns surround the oceans and marine life. Oceania seeks to cease the 
current rate of loss of biodiversity and to restore the ocean to its former glory. The campaigns which are at 
the core of their involvement in the issue include goals to counteract overfishing, marine pollution, ineffectual 
use of seafood as a means of nutrition, damage to the environments of marine organisms below water, and 
the various effects on the ocean due to climate change. Oceania’s funds originated from a series of 
foundations, mainly the Rockefeller Brothers Fund and the Pew Charitable Trusts. The organization also 
relies on independent donations by individuals to promote their goals. 
 
World Resources Institute: This NGO is dedicated to a wide variety of environmental issues. Offices in 50+ 
countries allow for a wide-reaching influence and ability to address various issues, including issues within 
marine ecosystems. WRI is research-based and a non-profit, as well. Preserving the ocean, the life within, and 
the benefits it provides to sustain human life is an important sector of their research. They seek to connect 
global policy with increased protection and monitor of oceanic status. It receives funding from various 
foundations around the globe. 
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Global Footprint Network: The GFN uses scientific figures and processes to guide their decision on helping 
sustain the environment. They have commitments to sustainable development that do not falter, unless, as 
they advocate, it harms the environment. This NGO is concerned with increasing ecological footprints 
worldwide by achieving an increased amount of people willing to address the various issues that plague our 
earth today. In regards to the ocean, the GFN seeks to shift peoples’ views through data so that proper 
recognition can go to the big issues facing the marine ecosystems. Funding for this nonprofit is garnered 
through a large supply of individual contributions and donations.  
 
Timeline of Key Events 
2002: The first Global Mercury Assessment is provided by UNEP 
 
2011: The EU Regulation on Mercury bans mercurial exports in various mixtures, compounds, and metallic 
form 
 
December 2011: Mercury Air and Toxics standard is introduced by the EPA in the United States, a landmark 
because is represents the first ever coal and oil plant related mercurial ban 
 
January 2013: United States of America bans mercurial exports 
 
October 2013: Minamata Convention on Mercury receives 128 signatories 
 
August 2017: Minamata Convention enters into force 90 days after passing the necessary 50-country 
ratification 
 
January 2018: The agreed upon determinations from the Minamata Convention are factored into the EU’s 
mercury regulations, in which the importation of mercury and mercury mixtures becomes banned 
 
September 2018: Countries around the world converge upon the UN headquarters to begin negotiations on an 
internationally agreed upon treaty that, once established, would ideally provide protection for the world’s 
oceans 
 
November 2018: 94 Parties of the Minamata Convention and 150 countries descend on Geneva to discuss 
combatting the rising levels of mercury emissions and the effect it has as a pollutant 
 
Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 
The UN’s Basel Convention established in 1989 focuses primarily on the restriction and regulation of the 
transport and shipping of mercury and other hazardous chemicals. It sets guidelines for the circumstances in 
which the transboundary movement of chemicals is permissible and regulations for the legal transport of 
dangerous chemicals. Mercury in its multiple forms is considered hazardous under this convention. The 
stance of the team behind this is that environmentally sound ways of disposing mercury is of chief 
importance in reducing emissions. The Conference of the Parties to the Basel Convention determined the 
allowable guidelines for the practice of mercury waste management.  
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The Rotterdam Convention of 2004 concentrated on international trade and safe usage of hazardous 
chemicals. Mercury is one of the substances covered by the convention. Provisions of this resolution include 
delegated aid from the UN and developed nations in regulating and restricting such chemicals in developing 
nations and regulations on the import and export of these dangerous chemicals. Responsibilities regarding the 
regulation of these chemicals differ between signatory countries and exporting countries. Signatory countries 
can consider the list of hazardous chemicals for banning or restriction but they have no obligation to anything 
they do not want. Exporting countries have the responsibility to keep production within their nations in 
compliance with established protocols. 
 
The Minamata Convention on Mercury was agreed upon in 2013 and entered into force in 2017. The 
Convention discussed policies which member states are obligated to implement to combat rising mercury 
levels in the environment and subsequent pollution. These policies include banning the creation of new 
mercury mines and eradicating existing ones, regulating gold mining, and guidelines for proper storage and 
disposal of mercury waste. The agreement established has a purpose regarding the protection of the health of 
humans and the environment in conjunction. 
 
Possible Solutions 
To remedy the issue of mercury pollution, consider policies and regulations that would be put in place to 
reduce mercury emissions and safely dispose of mercury waste. Some countries, depending on their policies, 
may prefer sanctions on industrial and other processes which produce high levels of mercury emissions, such 
as the burning of oil, coal, sewage and medical waste, gold mining, and chlor-alkali production. There may be 
better practices than the ones that function across the globe currently to prevent mercury from entering and 
damaging the environment. If not properly disposed of, mercury can make its way into sources of drinking 
water and directly affect the human population. Nations should take into consideration the issue of dealing 
with mercury waste. Methods of proper storage and disposal of mercury waste are critical to prevent the 
progression of mercury contamination in marine environments. Waste products created by humans are 
another area to review of the mercury problem. To prevent consumption of mercury and health 
repercussions, drinking water and seafood sources could be reviewed through testing. It is also important to 
point out that preventing the increase and decreasing the levels of mercury as it increases through the aquatic 
food chain via biomagnification and bioaccumulation is the main area of focus within this topic. The various 
bodily systems of vertebrates are greatly impacted by their various levels of exposure. Wider access of marine 
organisms to treatments to combat mercury poisoning and education may be necessary to address the health 
of aquatic ecosystems to a greater degree. Playing around with the idea of early intervention before these 
lifeforms are affected may help to determine how this could occur. In addition to this, the role of practices 
like gold mining that might contribute to a developing nation’s economy should be taken into consideration 
with this topic.  
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Appendix  
1. UNEP Global Mercury Assessment 2018 
2. Mercury Contamination of Aquatic Ecosystems  
3. Minamata Convention 
4. Mercury Levels Have Tripled in the Ocean   
5. Mercury: From Source to Seafood 
6. Climate Change as a Factor Affecting Bioaccumulation of Mercury in Fish  

 
Questions Essential to Debate 

1. What can we do to restrict mercury emissions into the environment? 
2. How can mercury regulations be introduced on an international scale? 
3. What are safe methods of management and disposal of mercury that can be used on a wide scale 

which pose little risk to the marine environment? 
4. How do we intervene as mercury is passed through the food chain of organisms and thereby has the 

ability to bioaccumulate and biomagnify?  
5. Should developing nations be held at the same expectations as developed nations when considering 

the practices that lead to mercury emissions if those practices are a big contributor to their 
economies? 
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 Topic 2: Addressing the Prevalence of Microplastics on Land and in 
Drinking Water 
 
Introduction 
The issue of plastic waste is an extremely relevant and widely discussed matter in the modern day world. This 
type of pollution can have devastating effects on organisms and the environment when not recycled or 
carefully disposed. Though there exists widespread efforts to recycle and campaigns to avoid the use of plastic 
straws, the issue of plastic pollution remains a highly prevalent one. Microplastics represent a category of tiny, 
degraded plastic pollution that has not been widely discussed until recent years. Despite the long period 
between the start of their presence in the environment and their recognition, worldwide microplastics 
continued to accumulate in ecosystems, soils, and the various categories of water, which includes drinking 
water and almost all global water systems. In urban areas across the world, 83% of water samples tested by 
the company Orb Media were determined to be contaminated with microplastics and similar plastic fibers. 
Bottled water from large corporations across the globe were found to have microplastics present in 93% of 
samples. Microplastics are the single largest category of anthropogenic pollution on shores internationally, 
with them representing 85% of all trackable pollution. On land, microplastics are also a deeply relevant issue. 
Microplastics on land are estimated to exist in an amount four to twenty-three times higher in concentration 
than in the ocean. These microplastics can release chemicals and contaminate certain environments. While 
most research on plastic pollution has been conducted on its effect on marine environments, it is just as 
prevalent, if not more, on land. Considering that only nine percent of plastic is recycled annually, the presence 
of microplastics and fibers in the environment will continue to rapidly incline as plastic levels in the 
environment increase.   
 
Definition of Key Terms 
Plastic: A specific synthetic product which is composed of different organic polymers and is the most 
destructive of currently recognized pollutants. 
 
Microplastics: Any plastic fragment which measures less than 5 mm in length. Harmful due to potential of 
ingestion which may result in digestional blockage, pollution in marine, atmospheric, and terrestrial locales, 
lack of ability to biodegrade, potential of presence in agricultural yields, and more. 
 
Microfibers: A synthetic fiber with a diameter of .01 mm or less. 
 
Microbeads: Extremely small plastic sphere or otherwise rounded 3D shape that exists within the category of 
microplastics. Commonly used in personal care products, washes, and cosmetics. 
 
Monomers: Basic molecules that combine with other molecules of the same type to form polymers 
 
Recycling: The process of deconstructing and then converting waste products into new materials 
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POPs: Acronym for persistent organic pollutants; toxic organic compounds, which take centuries to degrade if 
they do at all. They have a tendency to bioaccumulate, causing health risks for humans and other organisms.  
 
General Overview 
Since the late 20th century, plastic pollution has become an increasingly devastating issue, which has been a 
catalyst for a host of other problems. Since the invention of plastic in the late nineteenth century, about 6.9 
billion tons of plastic have become waste, 6.3 billion of which were discarded and left to pollute the 
environment. An issue that stems from plastic pollution is the presence of microplastics. On land and in 
bodies of water, microplastics can, directly or indirectly, pose a threat to the well-being of the physical 
environment and existing wildlife, and even humans. An estimated 8.8 million tons of plastic are received by 
the ocean each year, and along with the explicit harm which intact plastic products can inflict on marine life, 
the ingestion of microplastics can result in unnoticeable marine life corruption. Even agriculture may be 
affected by the intrusion of microplastics, as they can make their way into soil and possibly contaminate it. 
An attribute of plastic pollution as relevant or more relevant than microplastics in the ocean is the presence of 
microplastics on land. This is a wildly overlooked aspect of pollution.  
 
Microplastics, as a subcategory of plastics, are degraded plastic debris that have only recently been gaining 
attention as an important cause for concern. The main ways in which larger plastics break down to 
‘microplastics’ category include breaking down by physical and chemical means and biodegradation. Major 
sources of microplastics include degradation occurring at landfills and at corrupted waste management 
facilities. Water treatment facilities have also been cited as having filtration systems that do not effectively 
filter out these particles. Though exact amounts of the output of microplastics into the environment have not 
been determined, theoretically, microplastics output increases with greater larger plastics pollution. Other 
sources include burning and combustion of materials leading to plastic fragmentation. Humans actively 
contribute to this type of pollution. Our activities in the fresh and salt waters of the world contribute to the 
wear and tear of plastic products. Manufacturing and factories producing products including plastic use are an 
additional source. Sources that have been studied more extensively include microbeads and plastics present in 
cosmetics, paints transitioning into dust fibers, car tires, turf, and microfibers present in clothing. Interestingly 
enough, microplastics can even be found after composting completed at home. A 2018 German study 
uncovered them in the resulting fertilizer post-compost. If microplastics can be found in this small area of 
human behavior, one can imagine the host of other activities that result in plastic degradation. 
 
Microplastics are a type of pollution that occurs all around the world - essentially anywhere plastic is present 
has been contaminated with microplastics as well. In a study done by Orb Media, plastic particles were pulled 
from water samples throughout the world. Approximately 83% of international samples were contaminated. 
On all of these shorelines, plastic fibers are estimated to constitute 85% of the human pollution which washes 
up. An important thing to consider worldwide is the presence of microplastics in the air and runoff, able to 
make their way down into soils and the ground at any given time. Even though microplastics are prevalent 
around the globe, there is little restriction or regulation for their presence in soil, well water, and drinking 
water. This is likely due to the large gaps in research on this specific topic. Air and wind, water circulation, 
and various vehicles for transport over land have not been closely studied. Increasing research of microplastic 
presence on land is desperately needed so that risk assessments can be completed. Countries with large GDPs 
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are more likely to produce and mismanage plastics. Places that have been recorded to have large contributions 
to plastic pollution include the U.S., China, Japan, Thailand, Egypt, Nigeria, South Africa, Indonesia, the 
Philippines, Sri Lanka, Vietnam, Germany, the Netherlands, Ireland, Guyana, the United Kingdom, and New 
Zealand. On beaches, South Korea and Hong Kong contain the highest levels of microplastics pollution in 
the world.  
 
Scientists and panelists have been advocating for research into the lacking areas of the effects of microplastics 
is what  for the past decade. Methods for greater analysis and collection of microplastics are needed. 
Currently, microscopes, hot needles, and filter paper are common tools for identification. These are not very 
efficient for large samples, high debris present, and organic biofueling on particles. Qualifications are not 
necessarily uniform universally, as well. Data for transport of microplastics is not widely known nor 
distributed. It may be helpful to consider limits on microplastics detection when researching this topic. Some 
current technologies in use to remove microplastics include carbon block filtration, reverse osmosis, and 
electro-adhesion. However, these technologies only represent techniques for water removal. Currently, 
removal of these particles in soil does not have many reliable and efficient technologies. Density separation 
and use of Fenton’s reagent (a solution to destroy organic materials) has been researched for use in 
microplastics detection. In one of the few studies on microplastics’ presence in soils, microplastics consist of 
up to 7% of the soil’s weight. Their presence in terrestrial environments may have negative effects on the 
ecosystems in which they are found. It has been found that microplastics can enter farmland soil via the usage 
of sewage in agricultural practices. The production of biosolids, which are essentially fertilizers for farmland, 
leaves behind microplastics in the finished product, which then makes its way into fertile soil. Microplastics 
transference to farmland through biosolid use in agricultural fields is thought to potentially reduce fertility of 
the affected soil and contaminate the crops which are planted and cultivated in that soil. 
 
With the introduction of plastic to everyday life, human behavior has become adjusted to the ease of various 
products made with plastics. Plastic today is used internationally for many purposes in daily life. Bags, 
containers, clothing, packaging, food preservation, and school supplies, are just some of the ways that plastic 
use has become commonplace. With easy access to plastic goods and goods using plastics to protect them, 
pollution has risen to dangerous levels. This has led to campaigns like “reduce, reuse, recycle” and modern 
day movements advocating for people to avoid using plastic straws. Sending plastic to the wrong place of 
disposal rather than recycling contributes to the microplastics problem. At this point, microplastics have been 
found everywhere, including the air, soils, groundwater, freshwater, saltwater, and terrestrial environments. 
Plastics have even been seen on earth from space. Humans are still using single-use plastic even though they 
are aware that this contributes to the huge amount of plastic pollution in the world. Because plastics are truly 
everywhere in our lives, it is hard to choose a life that does not include them. Some researchers have 
encouraged the termination of habitual use of single-use plastics in preference to more eco-friendly materials. 
Risks of microplastics to humans and other living organisms are not readily known. Scientists can only guess 
to the effect that plastic particles may have entering various systems. Another topic to consider is the 
potential for additive and toxic chemicals within degraded plastics, including POPs. This is another possible 
health risk to consider. More data on sources for such pollutants and sources for microplastics overall is 
needed. Unfortunately, all of the potential effects are not known due to the lack of research on the urgent and 
ever-expanding microplastics crisis.    
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Major Countries Involved 
China: Being the most pronounced producer of plastic waste per year, China is among the biggest 
contributors to the issue of plastic pollution. Approximately 59.8 million tons of plastic are produced and 
then cease to be recycled or incinerated. This then poses contamination risks to water and land. Fifty five 
percent of plastic pollution each year enters the oceans through China’s Yangtze River. 
 
United States: Weighing in at 37.83 million tons per year, the US is the second largest producer of plastic waste. 
The highest amount in the world, American families create an average of 12 ounces per day of plastic waste. 
Microbeads in personal care products were banned in 2017. 
 
Vanuatu: Despite being a small, little-known island nation, Vanuatu has implemented the strictest anti-plastic 
laws in the world. As of 2019, this archipelago has banned the use of most plastic products, including plastic 
bags and straws. These strict plastic policies are anticipated to make waves, eventually. 
 
Germany: One of the larger contributors to plastic pollution, Germany has been consciously aware and 
working towards a future featuring less plastic. In late 2018, a five-part plan was unveiled to lessen their part 
in the plastics problem. 
 
United Kingdom: In a study published in early 2019, microplastics have been found all over Britain’s river 
systems. Encouragingly,  all single-use plastic will be banned from use by April of 2020. This is one of the 
most strict policies seen internationally. 
 
New Zealand: Being one of the locations which participates greatly to plastic waste, New Zealand is working 
on banning single-use plastic bags. Like many other coastal nations, and especially island nations, they have 
had problems with plastic washing up on their shorelines and beaches. 
 
Japan: Japan’s manufacturing and plastic packaging have led to products associated with plastic all around the 
world. In 2019, Japan stated that they encourage practices and plastics that are eco-friendly. Within their own 
nation, the government has been implementing plastic clean-up policies and reducing protocols for plastic 
waste. 
 
Relevant Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) 
Natural Resources Defense Council: An organization focused on North America, the NRDC is committed to 
protecting various ecosystems from harm done by human activity. This includes plastic waste on land and in 
the oceans. In the United States, they work at a state level to strategize and solve problems facing our 
environment. They advocate against industrial use of plastic packaging and single-use plastics. Recycling is a 
campaign at the forefront of this organization, which can create more jobs and have less of an effect on our 
environment. In addition, avoiding mismanagement of waste is another suggestion they have given to aid in 
lowering plastic pollution. George Soros and various foundations have provided funds in the past and present 
to keep their important work going.  
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Plastic Change: This NGO is based in Denmark, and its main focus is placed on plastic pollution, concerning 
stopping it before it occurs and cleanup after the fact. They seek to work, at various levels, with governments 
and communities worldwide to discuss and implement solutions to the plastic crisis. One newer project of 
theirs involves reaching out to citizens around the world to inform them of microplastics presence in 
cosmetics through their app Beat the Microbead. Their campaigns focus on the fact that plastic presence and 
pollution can be drastically reduced in the future if collaborative solutions are established. 
 
Greenpeace: Yet another organization working to aid the planet, Greenpeace works on the international stage to 
prevent harm on the earth’s ecosystems. As far as plastics, they regard corporations as a major problem in 
ending plastic pollution. They currently have a petition in the works that call for big corporations to use less 
plastic, which consumers are forced to throw away. The people behind Greenpeace want citizen involvement 
in protecting the environment. They receive private donations from everyday donors to carry out their 
missions. 
 
World Wildlife Fund/World Wide Fund (WWF): Commonly recognized by their panda symbol, this NGO and 
their partners work towards innovation and conservation of the planet’s wildlife and ecosystems. Their 
plastics campaign remains focused around avoiding ingestion of potentially toxic plastics and preventing 
plastic pollution from harming the environment. They recognize and validate scientific opinions based on the 
prevalence of microplastics around the world. Funding comes from companies that align with WWF goals, 
charities and philanthropists, and governments.  
 
Timeline of Key Events   1

1869: The invention of the first synthetic plastic product by John Wesley Hyatt occurs. 
 
1907: The first completely synthetic plastic is invented by Leo Baekeland; plastic production surges globally. 
 
1965: Plastic grocery bags, which are a major source of plastic pollution, are invented in Sweden. 
 
1969: The first study which recorded the effects of plastic on marine life was performed and published by 
Karl Kenyon and Eugene Kridler. 
 
1990s: Microbeads become prevalent in the cosmetics and personal care industries. 
 
2002: Bangladesh bans plastic bags, the first of many nations years later to do so. 
 
2014: Recognizing potential dangers of microbeads, the Netherlands becomes the first nation to ban them in 
an effort to reduce their presence in their ecosystems. 
 
May 2018: India, the United Kingdom, and the EU discuss proposals to ban many plastic products. 

1 As events unfold leading up to the conference, we will post important information on our Twitter page @UMVMUN. 
Please follow us so you don’t miss out on these updates! 
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July 2018: Chile bans plastic bag use in retail, and the decision stands among appeal. 
 
October 2018: Sodexo becomes one of the first food service companies to phase out single-use plastics in their 
products, encouraged by Greenpeace and the WWF to follow the similar actions of giants Aramak and Bon 
Appetit Management. 
 
October 2018: The EU votes to enforce a ban to reduce single-use plastics by 2021. 
 
October 2018: Two hundred and fifty groups representing up to a fifth of sources of plastic pollution each year 
come together and create a new initiative titled the New Plastics Economy Global Commitment to lessen 
their output of plastic into the environment. 
 
January 2019: Peru lessens use of single-use plastics in a bid to protect cultural areas. 
 
January 2019: The EU considers a ban on plastics responsible for up to 90% of microplastics pollution, as 
proposed by the European Chemicals Agency (Echa).  
 
June 2019: Canada’s prime minister announces that by 2021, single-use plastic bags will be banned.  
 
Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 
In the increase of discussion surrounding microplastics in recent years, people around the world have 
advocated for change and a way to address the issue of this type of pollution. In 2017, the U.S. passed a 
largely publicized attempt to do just this with the Microbead-Free Waters Act. This act restricts microbead 
output into the environment, recognizing them as a source of microplastics pollution. Although this is a big 
step towards decreasing microplastics pollution, microbeads only represent a small portion of the total 
degraded particles. Criticism by scientists and researchers was geared toward this fact. This bill also only 
focuses on cosmetic products containing the beads. Only a limited amount of microplastic particles thereby 
have adequately been reviewed. Personal care product companies have to find alternative materials in order to 
cater to the U.S. market. 

 
That same year, UNEP pledged to address the issue of plastic pollution, focusing on the issue at large rather 
than microplastics specifically. The program recognizing the ubiquitous presence of plastics worldwide is a 
sign that plastics are taken seriously by the UN and its bodies. The campaign that was introduced is called 
#CleanSeas. UNEP launched this campaign to combat litter in the world’s oceans, addressing governments 
and citizens alike, and appealing to social modern generations. It is a campaign that uses social media to 
educate the public about plastics in the ocean and how marine systems are adversely affected. The campaign 
title is used with and without the hashtag, the hashtag highlighting efforts on social media. Many governments 
and NGOs are associated with this campaign, and hope to address pollution in the marine environment more 
inclusively by association.  
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In 2019, the Basel Convention was reviewed at the Basel Conference of the Parties. Governments 
internationally convened to agree to amend the original agreed upon points of the Basel Convention, which 
addresses toxic chemicals. This amendment establishes greater plastic waste regulations in order to allow a 
clear, eco-friendly view into the various processes. In addition to this, the Partnership on Plastic Waste was 
created to guide businesses and governments on better plastic action and decisions. The governments in 
agreement legally recognized the fact that plastic rarely biodegrades and simply breaks down to microplastic 
size. They also discussed the potential harm of additives within plastics. 
 
The Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management, or SAICM, has been working of late to 
consider plastic pollution and scenarios that would bring global collaboration to confront it. This body was 
introduced in 2002 and its secretariat is under the authority of UNEP. Decisions made by the UN concerning 
chemical waste, production, management, and clean-up are completed through them. Recently, SAICM’s 5% 
budget increase was rejected. With this increase, they hoped to address plastic waste, as newly included in the 
Basel Convention, as a part of their reach. In 2019, the secretariat announced its goal to create a partnership 
that addresses plastics pollution and aims to create cohesive and collaborative policies around the world.   
 
Possible Solutions 
When considering your position and proposed solutions in debate, look upon the significant actions of 
several nations regarding single-use plastics, plastic products, microbeads, and microplastics. As more 
research has emerged, policies worldwide have been shifted to address plastic use nationally. In nations keen 
to lessen microplastics presence on their lands and across the globe, some policies may need to be improved 
to match a more eco-friendly future. Research into microplastics, especially in terrestrial environments and 
atmospheric presence, is desperately needed as discussed above. In order to accomplish more significant 
feats, more facts and statistics need to be found. It is not even known what effect plastics and any additive 
chemicals may have on human health. Political decisions can be backed by science in this way. When looking 
to lower plastic output into the environment, look towards the various sources to think about the most 
effective way to reduce this kind of degradation and pollution. Clean-up operations are important ways to 
remove plastics and microplastics already in the environment. Microplastics have limited detection, and there 
is not a wide range of efficient technology to adequately address its wide prevalence. Overall, human behavior 
needs to be examined. The widespread accessibility to plastics makes it easier for our behavior to be negligent 
towards plastics and how they can harm the environment. Education and greater efforts to push recycling 
may help with unlearning habitual waste patterns. 
 
Appendix 

1. Plastic Pollution Data around the World 
2. Legal Limits on Single-use Plastics and Microplastics 
3. Plastic Recycling and Bioaccumulation  
4. Microplastics and Drinking Water Fact Sheet 
5. The Invisibility of Microplastics: A Conversation with Peter Birch 
6. Plastic Planet: Microplastics in Soils 
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Questions Essential to Debate 
1. How can detection methodology of microplastics be improved? 
2. How do different human actions and habits contribute to microplastics presence in soils and drinking 

water? 
3. What are areas of research that need to be further considered the most to find a more 

all-encompassing solution to this type of pollution? 
4. What types of action lead to the best results in addressing plastic pollution? 
5. How can the potential dangers of microplastics be mitigated? 
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