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Dear Delegates, 
  
Welcome to the 2016 National Model United Nations Conference in New York (NMUN•NY)! We are pleased to 
introduce you to our committee, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). This year’s staff is: 
Directors Pauline Marcou (Conference A) and Maximilian Jungmann (Conference B), and Assistant Directors 
Jeffrey Thorpe (Conference A) and Katie Keelan (Conference B). Pauline recently graduated with a Master’s 
degree in Global Affairs from Yale University, where she specialized in clean energy and environmental issues. 
She currently works at a renewable energy finance and consulting firm in Connecticut and is excited to return to 
NMUN•NY for her fourth year on staff. Max recently graduated from Heidelberg University with a Master’s 
degree in Political Science and Sociology, with an emphasis on International Relations, and he received his B.A. 
in Political Science and Media, Communication and Society from the University of Trier. He works for a 
regional broadcasting station and is planning to pursue a Ph.D.; this is his third year on staff. Jeffrey completed 
both his B.A. in Political Science and International Studies and his M.P.A. with a concentration in Public 
Management at Georgia Southern University. Currently, he works at an international Transportation Spend 
Management company, and this is his third year on staff. Katie received her B.A. in International Studies and 
Political Science at the University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh. She is currently working as an Administrative 
Associate at an international development NGO in Washington, D.C. This will be her second year on staff. 
  
The topics under discussion for UNEP are: 

I. Corruption and Environmental Governance 
II. Improving Sustainable Forest Management Practices 

III. Plastic Debris in the World’s Oceans 
  
UNEP is the leading environmental organization within the UN system and exercises a strong influence on the 
global environmental agenda. It serves as an advocate for the environment; monitors current trends; cooperates 
with other organizations, civil society, and governments to develop environmental instruments; and strengthens 
international cooperation to protect and manage the environment. In order to accurately simulate the committee, 
it will be critical for delegates to understand UNEP’s specific role in the international environmental field and as 
the coordinator of the UN’s work on environment-related issues. At NMUN•NY 2016, we will specifically 
simulate the United Nations Environmental Agency (UNEA) of UNEP. 
  
We hope you will find this Background Guide useful as an introduction to the committee; however, it is not 
intended to replace individual research. We highly encourage you to explore your Member State’s policies in 
depth, as well as to use the Annotated Bibliography and Bibliography to further your knowledge. In preparation 
for the conference, each delegation will submit a position paper. Please take note of the NMUN policies on the 
website and in the Delegate Preparation Guide regarding plagiarism, codes of conduct, dress code, sexual 
harassment, and the awards philosophy and evaluation method. Adherence to these guidelines is mandatory.  
  
The NMUN Rules of Procedure are available to download from the NMUN website. This document includes the 
long and short form of the rules, as well as an explanatory narrative and example script of the flow of procedure. 
It is thus an essential instrument in preparing for the conference, and a reference during committee. 
  
If you have any questions concerning your preparation for the committee or the conference itself, feel free to 
contact the Under-Secretaries-General for the Development Department, Michael Buechl (Conference A) and 
Andrea Wong (Conference B). You can reach either USG at: usg.development@nmun.org.  
 
We wish you all the best in your preparations and look forward to seeing you at the conference! 
  
Sincerely, 
  
Conference A      Conference B 
 

Pauline Marcou, Director 
Jeffrey Thorpe, Assistant Director 

Maximilian Jungmann, Director 
Katie Keelan, Assistant Director 

 

http://www.nmun.org/ny_position_papers.html
http://www.nmun.org/ny_position_papers.html
http://www.nmun.org/policies_codes.html
http://www.nmun.org/policies_codes.html
http://www.nmun.org/ny_preparations.html
http://www.nmun.org/ny_preparations.html
http://www.nmun.org/downloads/NMUNRules.pdf
http://www.nmun.org/downloads/NMUNRules.pdf
mailto:usg.development@nmun.org
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United Nations System at NMUN•NY 

This diagram illustrates the UN System simulated at NMUN•NY. It shows where each committee “sits” within the system, to help 
understand the reportage and relationships between the entities. Examine the diagram alongside the Committee Overview to gain a 
clear picture of the committee's position, purpose, and powers within the UN System.  
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Committee Overview 

Introduction 

The United Nations (UN) Environment Programme (UNEP) is the 
“advocate, educator, catalyst, and facilitator” in promoting 
environmentally friendly practices and policies in the UN system.1 It is 
a program and fund of the UN that ensures international, regional, and 
local coordination for environmental issues, and also ensures that 
various other UN entities take environmental impact into account 
when executing their missions.2 UNEP reports directly to the General Assembly (GA).3 Their headquarters is located 
in Nairobi, Kenya, making it one of only two UN entities headquartered in a developing country.4 In May 2014, the 
GA, at the request of the Secretary-General, approved a budget increase for UNEP for the biennium 2014-2015, 
which has given UNEP the ability to improve ongoing projects and to address various other environmental issues.5  
 
The creation of UNEP was recommended at the UN Conference on Human Environment in Stockholm, Sweden, in 
1972.6 Six months later, in December 1972, the GA adopted resolution 2997 (XXVII), which established UNEP as 
the official body concerned with environmental issues of the UN.7 Since that time, UNEP has played a significant 
role in coordinating environmental policy for various UN agencies. UNEP helped in the planning and execution of 
the UN Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in 1992.8 UNCED was the conference that led to 
the adoption of Agenda 21 and the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development.9 Chapter 38 of Agenda 21 
calls for the creation of an inter-agency task force that would research the best ways to identify and address 
environmental issues.10 This led to the creation of the Inter-Agency Committee on Sustainable Development 
(IACSD), of which UNEP is a key member.11 IACSD has a system of task managers, each in charge of specific 
thematic areas, with UNEP being the task manager concerned with the areas of the atmosphere, toxic chemical, 
hazardous waste, desertification and drought, and biodiversity.12 UNEP also takes an active role in other thematic 
areas of the organization, using their environmental expertise to ensure that no areas of concern go unnoticed.13  
 
 

 

 

Governance, Structure and Membership 

UNEP’s structure is as follows: the United Nations Environmental Assembly of UNEP (UNEA) comprised of all 
Member States, the Secretariat, the Environment Fund, and the Committee of Permanent Representatives.14 At its 
inception, a Governing Council of 58 members governed UNEP, but in 2013, the UNEA took its place.15 The 

                                                                        
1 UNEP, What UNEP Does. 
2 Ibid. 
3 UN General Assembly, Institutional and financial arrangements for international environmental co-operation 

(A/RES/2997(XXVII)), 1972. 
4 UNEP, What UNEP Does. 
5 UNEP, Proposed revised biennial Programme of work and budget for 2014–2015 (UNEP/EA.1/7/Ad. 1), 2014. 
6 UNEP, Declaration of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment. 1972.  
7 UN General Assembly, Institutional and financial arrangements for international environmental co-operation 

(A/RES/2997(XXVII)), 1972. 
8 UNEP, UNEP’s Coordination Mandate. 
9 Ibid. 
10 UN Division on Sustainable Development, Agenda 21, 1992. 
11 UNEP, UNEP’s Coordination Mandate. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 UNEP, UNEP Governance Structure. 
15 UN General Assembly, Institutional and financial arrangements for international environmental co-operation 

(A/RES/2997(XXVII)), 1972. 

The United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) is a programme and 
fund of the United Nations, reporting to 

the Economic and Social Council and the 
General Assembly. 

NMUN•NY 2016 will specifically simulate the United Nations Environmental 
Agency (UNEA), the governing body of UNEP. UNEA was formally established by 
General Assembly resolution 67/251 in 2013, and replaced the Governing Council as 

UNEP’s governing body. UNEA is composed of all Member States of the UN. 
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Assembly aimed at strengthening UNEP in the aftermath of the 2012 UN Conference on Sustainable Development 
(Rio+20), at which Member States called for recognizing UNEP as the leading global environmental authority.16 
UNEA meets biennially in order to set the global environmental agenda and to discuss policy about emerging 
challenges.17 The UNEP Secretariat is also responsible for UNEA and consists of a rotating President, three Vice-
Presidents, and a Rapporteur who oversee all of UNEP’s activities.18 The Environment Fund is UNEP’s main source 
of funding.19 Member States’ financial contributions are based upon the Voluntary Indicative Scale of Contributions 
(VISC), which means Member States are not required to provide funding to UNEP, though they are highly 
encouraged to donate.20 If they choose to donate, the recommended amount is determined according to their gross 
domestic product (GDP), but is by no means limited to the corresponding amount.21 UNEP’s Committee of 
Permanent Representatives consists of all Permanent Missions to the UN, and their purpose is to give advice to the 
UNEA and to create subsidiary organs that may be necessary to complete UNEP’s functions.22 The Committee of 
Permanent Representatives is overseen by an Executive Bureau.23 The Executive Bureau consists of a five Member 
State panel, which oversees all of the Committee’s actions.24 Executive Bureau members are elected for two-year 
terms, and the UN principles of equitable geographic distribution apply.25 
 
UNEP has six regional offices throughout the world that undertake UNEP’s projects on regional, sub-regional, and 
local levels.26 Each office holds yearly Regional Consultation Meetings, where representatives from various civil 
society organizations (CSOs) are invited to engage in an environmental policy dialogue.27 The regional offices bring 
any concerns or ideas from these meetings to the next UNEA meeting for wider UNEP discussion and possible 
implementation.28 The role of the regional offices was increased and enhanced to include the Regional Consultation 
Meetings and other projects in 2003, when the Governing Council approved Decision 22/14.29 This Decision called 
for UNEP’s regional offices to strengthen their partnerships with other UN agencies in their region, create financial 
institutions to fund environmental causes, and establish and/or enhance partnerships with relevant local groups in 
order to strengthen UNEP’s mission in each region.30  

Mandate, Functions and Powers 

Upon the adoption of GA resolution 2997 (XXVII), UNEP was mandated to promote international and regional 
environmental cooperation; help in establishing environmental policy; highlight global and regional problems; 
facilitate the transfer of scientific knowledge; assist developing Member States in environmental matters; review 
reports of the Executive Director; and approve the annual program on the allocation of UNEP’s main source of 
funding, the Environment Fund.31 Since 1972, UNEP’s mandate has been amended and modified numerous times, 
including its most recent update in 2002.32  
 
The first amendment to UNEP’s mandate came in 1992, via Agenda 21, which led to UNEP’s involvement with 
IACSD.33 Five years later, in 1995, the GA held a special session to review the implementation of Agenda 21 and 
                                                                        
16 UNEP, About UNEA. 
17 UNEP, UNEP Governance Structure. 
18 UN General Assembly, Change of the designation of the Governing Council of the United Nations Environment Programme 

(A/67/784), 2013. 
19 UNEP, About our Funding. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 UNEP, Committee of Permanent Representatives. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid. 
26 UNEP, Regional Consultations. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 UNEP, Report of the twenty-second session of the Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum, 2003, pp. 61-

62. 
30 UNEP, Report of the Twenty-Second Session of the Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum, 2003, p. 9.  
31 UN General Assembly, Institutional and financial arrangements for international environmental co-operation 

(A/RES/2997(XXVII)), 1972. 
32 UNEP Governing Council, Global Ministerial Forum. International Environmental Governance. Report of the Executive 

Director, UNEP/GCSS.VII/2, 2002. 
33 UNEP, UNEP’s Coordination Mandate.  
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amended UNEP’s mandate by stating, “UNEP is to be the leading global environmental authority that sets the global 
environmental agenda.”34 In 1997, the Secretary-General requested that the GA create a Task Force to review and 
propose reforms for UN activities concerning the environment and human settlements.35 In October of 1998, per the 
guidance of the Task Force, the GA put forth a set of recommendations that would further amend UNEP’s 
mandate.36 As a result, the Executive Director of UNEP was placed in charge of a new committee called the 
Environmental Management Group (EMG).37 The key purpose of EMG is to coordinate and facilitate access to 
relevant information and findings concerning the environment and human settlements, in order to ensure the most 
efficient and cost effective allocation of resources and information.38 
 
The mandate was further amended upon UNEP’s adoption of the Nairobi Declaration (1997).39 This amendment 
created a new “core mandate” for the organization.40 The core mandate did not replace the original mandate, but it 
shifted the focus of UNEP to ensure a more modern and technologically friendly approach is taken to environmental 
issues.41 It made UNEP responsible for using the best available scientific methods and evidence to analyze global 
environmental trends; utilizing early warning systems; furthering the development of international environmental 
law and policy; monitoring and fostering Member State compliance with existing international environmental 
norms; strengthening its role in coordinating UN environmental activities; serving as a link between the scientific 
community and the UN; and providing key policy advice for UN bodies, governments, and other institutions.42 
UNEP’s mandate was most recently modified in 2002, through the Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable 
Development.43 The Johannesburg Declaration calls on UNEP to strengthen their ties and cooperation with the 
World Trade Organization (WTO), the UN Development Programme (UNDP), and all relevant non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) to ensure efficiency of programs, initiatives, and resources in all areas.44  
 
After Rio+20 in 2012, UNEP’s Governing Council was expanded to include all Member States.45 This was done to 
strengthen UNEP and to ensure its place as the global leader on the environment.46 UNEP’s first universal session 
was held in February 2013, where the decision was made to change the Governing Council to UNEA.47 The UNEA 
has its own mandate that allows UNEA to make major strategic decisions for UNEP, provide political guidance 
(especially for Member State-specific programs), and to promote strong scientifically-based policies.48 
 
UNEP’s mandate calls for the efficiency and accuracy of information-sharing in order to ensure that environmental 
policy is scientifically and technologically accurate.49 The mandate also emphasizes the need for strong ties between 
UNEP and other organizations, such as the WTO and UNDP, to ensure that various projects and programs are 
environmentally friendly.50 Overall, UNEP’s mandate permits UNEP to address the environment in the UN system.51 
UNEP’s mandate requires UNEP to monitor the programs of other UN entities to ensure they are executed in an 
environmentally sound manner.52  
 

                                                                        
34 UN General Assembly, Programme for the Further Implementation of Agenda 21 (A/RES/S-19/2), 1997, par. 123.  
35 UNEP, UNEP’s Coordination Mandate. 
36 Ibid. 
37 UN General Assembly, Environment and Human Settlements: Report of the Secretary General (A/53/463), 1998.  
38 Ibid. 
39 UNEP, Nairobi Declaration. 
40 New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, United Nations Handbook, 2015. 
41 UNEP, UNEP’s Coordination Mandate. 
42 New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, United Nations Handbook, 2015. 
43 UNEP, UNEP’s Coordination Mandate. 
44 UN WSSD Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable Development (A/Conf.199/20), 2002.  
45 UNEP, United Nations Environment Programme Upgraded to Universal Membership Following Rio+20 Summit, 2012.  
46 UNEP, About UNEA.  
47 UN General Assembly, Change of the designation of the Governing Council of the United Nations Environment Programme 

(A/67/784), 2013.  
48 UNEP, About UNEA. 
49 New Zealand Ministry of Foreign Affairs, United Nations Handbook, 2015. 
50 UN WSSD, Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable Development (A/Conf.199/20), 2002.  
51 UNEP, UNEP’s Coordination Mandate. 
52 Ibid. 
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UNEP ensures the implementation of their mandate by promoting international cooperation on existing 
environmental policies and guiding the creation of new environmental policies.53 UNEP also monitors the state of 
the global environment, on both an international and regional scale, and share the gathered information with 
interested parties.54 Another major way UNEP implements their mandate is by using environmental awareness to 
help governments, the private sector, and civil society work to address environmental threats.55 UNEP contributes 
significantly in developing regional plans for environmental sustainability, helping Member States who are facing 
sizeable challenges to create and implement environmental policies, and providing individual Member States with 
support in environmental capacity-building.56 On a more global scale, UNEP works to develop international 
environmental law and ensure the proper use of environmental information and instruments.57  
 
UNEP oversees eight major conventions, each organized under separate Secretariats: the Convention of Biological 
Diversity, the Convention on International Trade of Endangered Species of Wild Flora and Fauna, the Convention 
on Migratory Species of Wild Animals, the Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants, the Convention of Climate 
Change, the Convention on Desertification, the Regional Seas Convention, and the Rotterdam Convention on 
Informed Consent.58 The role of these Secretariats is to monitor, report on, and implement programs in the area that 
its internationally-agreed-upon convention specifies.59 For example, the Secretariat for the Convention of 
International Trade of Endangered Species of Wild Flora and Fauna is responsible for monitoring and stopping any 
black market trade of endangered plants or animals, and to help ensure that legal trade in these species is safe and 
does not threaten their existence.60 
 
UNEP has the ability to create task forces and subsidiaries in order to implement the environmental policy they 
develop.61 However, any resolution concerning environmental policy that UNEP passes, or any proposed body to be 
created, must first be submitted to either the GA or the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) for approval.62 If 
the GA or ECOSOC approves of UNEP’s proposals, they become official policy of the UN, and UNEP can move 
forward with implementation.63 

Recent Sessions and Current Priorities 

UNEP currently has seven thematic priorities: climate change, disasters and conflicts, ecosystem management, 
environmental governance, chemicals and waste, resource efficiency, and environment under review.64 These seven 
areas were chosen because they represent the most pressing emerging issues and allow UNEP to focus on both broad 
and particular needs internationally, regionally, and in Member State-specific ways.65 
 
In 2012, UNEP released their medium term strategy plan for 2014-2017.66 Their medium term strategy involves four 
key areas that will help UNEP to further implement their mandate, improve the state of the global environment, and 
ensure human wellness through the improvement and maintenance of the environment.67 UNEP’s four key areas are: 
to continuously review the world’s environmental situation, improve early warning systems and global 
environmental policy by using the best available science, improve relationships and technical support specific to the 
needs of various Member States, and contributing to the formulation, development, and improvement of 
environmental policy and laws around the world.68 All four of these key areas promote UNEP’s main goal for their 

                                                                        
53 UNEP, What UNEP Does. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
58 UNEP, Secretariats on Various Conventions.  
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid. 
61 UN System Chief Executive Board of Coordination, United Nations Environment Programme. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 
64 UNEP, UNEP Priorities. 
65 UNEP, Policy Statement by Achim Steiner, UN Under-Secretary-General and UNEP Executive Director, 2014. 
66 UNEP, 2014-2017 Medium Term Strategy, 2012.  
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid. 
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medium term plan: to decrease carbon emissions globally and promote the use of sustainable technologies in order 
to improve and maintain the state of the world’s environments.69 
 
Another important recent event of UNEP was the first session of UNEA, held June 2014 at the UNEP headquarters 
in Nairobi, Kenya.70 The concluding two-day high-level segment of the Assembly mainly centered on the topic of 
the “Sustainable Development Goals and the Post-2015 Development Agenda, including Sustainable Consumption 
and Production,” with an accompanying ministerial dialogue on Illegal Trade in Wildlife.71 Overall, UNEA adopted 
a total of 17 resolutions and two decisions.72 The resolutions cover a large range of topics, from marine plastic debris 
to environmental sustainability in the context of sustainable development and poverty eradication.73  
 
In 2012, UNEP was significantly involved in the Rio+20 conference.74 UNEP’s plan for Member States to transition 
to more green economies, by improving human livelihood and social equity while maintaining environmentally 
conscientious policy, was accepted and put into the outcome document, The Future We Want.75 Rio+20 also initiated 
the post-2015 development agenda intergovernmental negotiation process.76 UNEP lead the discussion around 
environmental aspects of what would become the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), ensuring that the 
environment was fully embedded in the SDGs following an “integrated approach” of sustainable development.77 The 
GA officially recognized the role the Programme has played in the post-2015 development agenda.78 UNEP is also 
one of the first members of the UN Interagency Task Team on Science, Technology and Innovation for the SDGs, as 
included within the Technology Facilitation Mechanism to support the SDGs.79 
 
Climate change has also become a predominant topic on the agenda of the Programme, following the latest 
Conferences of the Parties (COP) since 2009 and ahead of the COP21 conference in Paris in November and 
December 2015.80 UNEP’s work in this field is informed by the negotiation process of the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and the Programme was highly engaged in the COP20 conference that 
was held in Lima, Peru, in December 2014.81 The work of UNEP’s Climate Change sub-programme centers around 
four areas: adapting to climate change, mitigating climate change, reducing emissions from deforestation and forest 
degradation (REDD), and enhancing knowledge and communication about the science of climate change.82 In 
January 2014, UNEP launched a new online platform to collect, process, and share environmental scientific data and 
knowledge.83 UNEP Live gathers the latest information from a large range of sources, from UNEP to regional and 
national contributors, and makes it available to the public through apps, media content and online publishing tools.84 
Climate change is a dominating topic across the platform, with two themes that deal with it out of the four covered.85 

Conclusion 

UNEP is the UN’s official program concerned with the environment. Its expertise and knowledge is crucial for the 
implementation of a variety of established programs within the UN and Member States’ governments. UNEP’s 
mission is to ensure that the work of all UN entities, programs, funds, and Member States, CSOs, and private 
industry is environmentally sustainable and in line with international laws and norms concerning the environment.   

                                                                        
69 UNEP, 2014-2017 Medium Term Strategy, 2012. 
70 UNEP, About UNEA. 
71 Ibid. 
72 UNEP, Resolutions and decisions adopted by the United Nations Environment Assembly of the United Nations Environment 

Programme at its first session on 27 June 2014, 2014. 
73 Ibid. 
74 UNEP, Inclusive Green Economy Given Go Ahead by Heads of State at Rio+20, 2012.  
75 UN CSD, The Future We Want, 2012.  
76 UNEP, UNEP and the Post-2015 Agenda. 
77 UNEP, Embedding the Environment in Sustainable Development Goals, 2013. 
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I. Corruption and Environmental Governance 
“Corruption is an insidious plague that has a wide range of corrosive effects on societies. It undermines democracy 

and the rule of law, leads to violations of human rights, distorts markets, erodes the quality of life and allows 
organized crime, terrorism and other threats to human security to flourish.”86 

Introduction 

The United Nations (UN) Environmental Programme (UNEP) serves as the UN’s primary environmental advocate.87 
UNEP leads debate and decision-making processes that can result in the formation of environmental laws and 
policies on all levels of government.88 Though UNEP is the primary UN body committed to environmental 
governance, policies are carried out largely at the national level.89 Good environmental governance nationally, as 
well as regionally and globally, is critical to environmental stability.90 However, a widespread issue that has an 
effect on good governance is corruption. This concept covers a large range of practices but the most generally 
accepted definition for corruption is “the misuse of public or private position for direct or indirect personal gain.”91 
Corruption hinders good environmental governance practices and becomes a detriment to environmental 
governance’s ultimate goal of environmental sustainability.92 There are international environmental law mechanisms 
in place to help combat the issue of corruption; however, international law lacks the ability to properly hold national 
governments accountable.93 It is the responsibility of all Member States, groups, and individuals who influence 
environmental governance, including the private sector and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) not just 
political officials, to address the issue of corruption, in environmental governance.94  

International and Regional Framework 

Corruption 
On 14 December 2005, the United Nations Convention against Corruption (UNCAC) went into effect as a focused 
effort of the General Assembly to combat corruption in the world.95 The convention was designed to be an 
international legal document, independent from the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime, which only introduces various ways corruption occurs and urges states to adopt legislation that would 
criminalize acts of corruption of public officials.96 Despite both international documents addressing corruption as an 
issue to combat, both lack a concrete definition of what corruption is, but do provide examples of corrupt practices.97 
The UNCAC contains various measures and ideologies that address ways of combating corruption at all levels of 
governance as well as within the private sector.98 The convention is broken into the topics of prevention, 
criminalization, international cooperation, and asset recovery.99 In addition to the functional topics, the UNCAC also 
has its own review measures put into place with Article 63 to assess the implementation of the convention.100 In 
cases concerning the environment and environmental governance, the UNCAC has been used as a call for action, 
through Article 5 of the Convention, which addresses the need to integrate anti-corruption measures into efforts to 
promote accountability and transparency.101 Applying article 5 to sectors of government as well as other articles 
such as Articles 9, 12, and 13 that address management, the public sector, and the participation of society, 
respectively, UNCAC requires states to address corruption in every aspect of their government, which can include 
                                                                        
86 UNODC, United Nations Convention against Corruption, 2015. 
87 UNEP, About UNEP, 2015. 
88 Ibid. 
89 UNEP, UNEP’s Environmental Governance Programme, 2015. 
90 UNEP, Environmental Governance, 2015. 
91 UNODC, United Nations Handbook on Practical Anti-corruption Measures for Prosecutors and Investigators, 2004, p. 23. 
92 UNODC, Corruption and the Environment, 2015. 
93 Shelton & Kiss, Judicial Handbook on Environmental Law, 2005, p. 13. 
94 Malmo Ministerial Declaration, 2000. 
95 UNODC, United Nations Convention against Corruption, 2015. 
96 Ibid.; UNODC, United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime, 2014. 
97 UNODC, United Nations Convention against Corruption, 2015; UNODC, United Nations Convention against Transnational 
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98 UN General Assembly, United Nations Convention against Corruption (A/RES/58/4), 2003. 
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the environment.102 Through each article, national governments are encouraged to increase their individual efforts to 
address anti-corruption operations in their country on multiple levels.103 Therefore, strengthening states’ 
environmental governance is an inevitable product of implementing the UNCAC fully.104  

Environmental Governance  
Environmental governance is not constrained to one international convention or document but is the accumulation of 
various international conventions and frameworks. These frameworks in general draw attention to various 
environmental issues and direct the international community on overall environmental goals, such as on climate 
change, ecological systems, and environmental sustainability. UNEP defines environmental governance as: 

"Multi-level interactions (i.e., local, national, international/global) among, but not limited to, three 
main actors, i.e., state, market, and civil society, which interact with one another, whether in 
formal and informal ways; in formulating and implementing policies in response to environment-
related demands and inputs from the society; bound by rules, procedures, processes, and widely-
accepted behavior; possessing characteristics of “good governance”; for the purpose of attaining 
environmentally-sustainable development."105  

One of the first conventions that helped shape these multi-level interactions internationally, while serving as a 
reflection of the world’s increasing commitment to sustainable development, was the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD) adopted by UNEP in May 1992.106 The purpose of the convention is the conservation and 
protection of biodiversity, meaning the variability of living organisms – terrestrial and aquatic.107 In addition to the 
protection of biodiversity, the convention also promotes the sustainable use of natural resources while promoting the 
equal distribution of usage and benefits from those resources.108 In its entirety, the Convention covers all 
ecosystems, all genetic resources, and every species.109 The comprehensiveness of the Convention’s goals and its 
blanket protections make it a landmark for international law.110 
 
There are many documents that address environment protection like the Convention on Biological Diversity. The 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) of March 1994 is an international document 
with almost universal acceptance.111 The UNFCCC was created to limit continual human interference to global 
climate change.112 UNFCCC aims to limit human impact on the environment through the stabilization and 
management of greenhouse emissions, which is then intended to make the adverse effects of humans gradual and 
give ecosystems the ability to adapt slowly overtime.113 Ideally, this process will further ensure that food production 
and the economy centered on agriculture would be sustainable and develop in a safe manner.114 Another framework 
is the Kyoto Protocol adopted in December 1998 that, like the UNFCC, focuses on greenhouse emissions 
internationally.115 Unlike UNFCCC, however, the protocol acknowledges that certain Member States, mainly 
developed countries, contribute more greenhouse emissions than other Member States.116 Essentially, the protocol 
calls for Member States to assess and address their greenhouse emissions and their own effect on global climate 
change.117 Though the protocol puts specific restraints and asks more of developed countries, it highlights the 

                                                                        
102 Dinh, Addressing Corruption in the Environmental Sector: How the United Nations Convention against Corruption Provides 

a Basis for Action, 2012, p. 36. 
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potential for innovative technologies to correct damages caused by climate change and the need to develop 
information sharing between Member States.118 
 
Another document that helps shape environmental governance is the Malmö Ministerial Declaration of May 
2000.119 The Malmö Declaration solidifies itself as a building block for environmental governance because it 
addresses who should be involved in taking action in environmental affairs while bringing to light challenges facing 
the global community.120 The declaration outlines the various challenges faced by the global community when 
addressing the environment.121 In addition to placing particular emphasis on UNEP in the development of the 
environmental agenda, the Malmö Declaration emphasizes the private sector as an emerging influence on 
environmental sustainability and governance.122 Lastly, the declaration addresses the role of civil society 
organizations (CSOs) and their importance.123 The declaration states that CSOs should have free access to 
information sharing not only to raise public awareness, but also to hold policy-makers accountable and advocate for 
transparency as an anti-corruption measure.124  
 
Understanding the need for a global unified effort to combat corruption and strengthen environmental governance, 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) incorporate the same goals that the frameworks mentioned seek to 
achieve.125 The SDGs are the implementation and goals of the global community for the post-2015 development 
agenda established through the Rio+20 conference.126 Though all SDGs are important, Goals 9, 11, 12, 13, 14, and 
15 are of particular significance when considering the environment. Goals 9 and 11 address a need for more 
sustainable infrastructure for habitation in urban areas and industries.127 Goals 12 through 15 address the themes 
surrounding environmental governance, specifically, sustainable consumption of natural resources; conservation of 
the ocean and seas and the sustainable use of marine resources; the management of climate change; and the 
protection and restoration of terrestrial ecosystems.128 Another important SDG is Goal 16, which mainly refers to 
human rights issues and attempts to promote peaceful and inclusive societies where everyone has equal access to 
justice.129 One of the ways that Goal 16 addresses environmental governance is calling for the decrease in corruption 
and bribery in all forms.130 It aims to create transparent, accountable, effective, and inclusive institutions at all levels 
of government.131 Through the SDGs, the goal of the UN is to reduce corruption and bribery through integrated 
decision-making, more participation from the international community and its citizens, and overall international 
cooperation in the development of global strategies.132 

Role of the International System 

UNEP has been the leading environmental authority globally since 1972.133 As the lead contributor to the 
development of environmental law, UNEP provides a means for information sharing which enhances Member 
States’ decision-making on environmental policies.134 In addition, UNEP is an advocate for furthering international 
and regional cooperation in environmental policy and the advancement of international and regional environmental 
goals.135 To assist Member States in their creation and implementation of international environmental policy, UNEP 
created the Environmental Governance Sub-programme which addresses key factors in governance such as: 
international decision-making on environmental governance processes, ensuring the capacity to reach international 
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objectives and national agendas, and the furthered integration of environmental sustainability in development on all 
levels of government.136 One key objective of the sub-program is strengthening and improving the adherence of 
environmental law, which includes increasing cooperation between Member States when addressing offensives to 
the environment.137 By strengthening cooperation between national governments and regional organizations, UNEP, 
through the sub-program, also works to strengthen stakeholder participation with the hope to see further 
enforcement of international environmental law and policy.138 Furthermore, UNEP encourages the help of various 
CSOs to aid in environmental issues.139 Given the huge stakeholder population involved in environmental policy, 
UNEP has been coordinating a global civil society forum, the Global Major Groups and Stakeholders Forum 
(GMGSF), since 2000.140 GMGSF is an open political decision-making meeting that involves all stakeholders who 
influence environmental governance.141 It contributes to the overall agenda-setting process of the United Nations 
Environmental Assembly (UNEA) of UNEP and its members have the ability to share their expertise within the 
forum.142  
 
Although UNEP has the lead on environmental governance, it still heavily relies on partnerships with other UN 
organizations, like the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), and national governments to help 
combat corruption. UNODC serves as the world’s leading organization against the proliferation of illicit drugs and 
international crime.143 Combating corruption internationally is a major task for UNODC and the organization has 
partnered with the public and private sectors and CSOs to hinder the activities of corrupt officials internationally.144 
As a means to strengthen international efforts to combat corruption, UNODC launched an anti-corruption database 
named TRACK (Tools and Resources for Anti-Corruption Knowledge), which combines both legal and non-legal 
knowledge on anti-corruption policies and initiatives.145 TRACK addresses many themes surrounding corruption 
with one being the environment.146 TRACK is unique because it provides a means for various organizations and 
governments to share information that fulfills components of the frameworks for both environmental governance 
and corruption mentioned previously.147 In addition to TRACK, UNODC has been pursuing and implementing 
programs such as Stolen Asset Recovery Assistance (STAR) to help states obtain assets stolen by corrupt 
officials.148 As mentioned before, UNODC seeks to foster the cooperation of the public and private sectors in its 
goals to combat corruption.149 Through the public sector, UNODC attempts to strengthen the integrity of the 
judiciary circuit.150 Understanding that a corrupt judiciary process is a serious setback to enforcing and punishing 
corrupt officials and practices, UNODC, in close collaboration with Transparency International, the British 
Department for International Development (DFID), and the UN Special Rapporteur on the Independence of Judges 
and Lawyers, has been able to identify and raise awareness on the importance and practice of judiciary integrity.151 
In regards to the private sector, UNODC abides by the decision adopted by the Conference of the States Parties to 
the United Nations Convention against Corruption resolution 3/2 that states the private sector’s preventive role in 
combating corruption through internal audits and regulation compliance.152 UNODC contributes to information 
sharing and the support of the United Nations Global Compact, the largest corporate initiative on sustainability.153 
Concerning the environment specifically, UNODC has been engaged in multilateral partnerships locally, regionally, 
and globally to tackle environmental crimes.154 UNODC has been a partnering contributor to the International 
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Consortium on Combating Wildlife Crime (ICCWC), a group that focuses on providing support to national wildlife 
law enforcement organizations to help enforce national laws.155 Also contributors to the ICCWC include: the 
secretariat of Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora, the International 
Criminal Police Organization (INTERPOL), the World Bank, and the World Customs Organization.156 
 
Furthermore, other intergovernmental organizations like the Global Environmental Facility (GEF) work to improve 
environmental governance internationally by providing financial support for environmental projects.157 The GEF is 
an organization dedicated to the international cooperation of Member States, international organizations, other 
CSOs, and private sector organizations.158 Though the GEF works mainly as a financial body supporting 
conventions and frameworks such as the CBD and the UNFCCC, it also has its own network of CSOs, known as the 
GEF CSO Network, which is committed to addressing environmental issues.159 The GEF has also partnered with 
organizations like the World Bank and UNEP to fund projects nationally, regionally, and globally; all of which have 
been made accessible for review through the GEF database of projects.160 These diverse projects include 
Strengthening Governance and Financial Sustainability of the National Protected Area System in the Ukraine to 
Engaging Policy Makers and the Judiciary to Address Poaching and Illegal Wildlife Trade in Africa.161 
 
One key NGO addressing the issue of corruption and environmental governance is Transparency International, 
which is specifically dedicated to the overall fight against corruption.162 The NGO works in over 100 countries, 
advocates for good governance, and fights the topic of corruption in various areas such as: security and defense, 
forestry, sports, water, climate change, and health.163 Specifically on environmental issues like water and forestry, 
Transparency International acts as a microphone for citizens by holding political leaders and private sector officials 
accountable and aware of the consequences of corruption on those resources at the local level.164 Currently, 
Transparency International is leading the “Unmask the Corrupt” campaign, which is an effort to engage citizens to 
unmask corrupt politicians and businesspeople by speaking up.165  
 
Finally, private companies possess a great deal of influence in the decision processes of the public sphere, even if 
this influence is accompanied with a great deal of corruption that takes place within the public sector.166 
Nonetheless, the private sector can play a role in disesteeming businesses that partake and are ran by corrupt and 
unethical officials.167 Article 12 of the UNCAC also portends a greater role for the private sector with the potential 
development of an internal audit framework to increase transparency and a more depth code of conduct that would 
act as a safeguard to ensure private sector integrity.168 

Corruption and Natural Resources 

Being able to manage natural resources is key to the overall goal of sustainable development, the mediation of 
resource-driven conflicts, and the promotion of transparency.169 Despite the great benefits natural resources provide 
to society such as wealth and regional stabilization, they often act as drivers for conflict and instability.170 Also in 
post-conflict situations the availability of natural resources often goes hand in hand with corruption and bad 
governance, mainly due to the internal need to harness those resources and provide financial gain.171 In general, 
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areas of the economy like water and forestry are vulnerable to the corrupt practices of embezzlement, bribery, and 
the unjustified distribution of legal permits.172 

Corruption and Water Policy 
Water is a basic human need and is required for a wide range of activities including drinking, sanitation, and energy 
production.173 Corruption within the water management sector is widespread due to the basic necessity of the 
resource.174 Water management projects are usually large-scale and expensive, which provides the opportunity for 
bribery and embezzlement.175 These corrupt actions can add 30% to 45% to the cost of creating and enhancing water 
management infrastructure, which equates upwards to about $12 billion a year.176 These corrupt actions by officials 
can lead to insufficient infrastructure and, in turn, polluted water for hygiene, food preparation, and drinking.177 

Corruption and Forestry 
Corruption in the forestry industry allows for the infiltration of organized crime.178 As a result of organized crime 
and corrupt officials turning a blind eye, there has been a severe loss of biodiversity, endangerment of plant species, 
and increased carbon emissions in forested areas, which contributes to climate change.179 In most cases, corruption 
in the forestry sector occurs in areas where forestry officials are allowed to carry out their operations without their 
superiors’ oversight and/or heavy public oversight.180 There have been attempts to address illegal logging; however, 
corrupt government officials make reform in forestry hard to manage.181 The World Bank estimates that the amount 
of wood that is lost due to illegal logging is about $23 billion.182 Due to the lack of regulations, illegal-logging 
activities contributes an additional 20% to the world’s annual greenhouse emissions.183 Unfortunately, large-scale 
changes to the world’s forested areas have caused damage that is irreversible.184 
 
Corruption and Carbon Trade 
The carbon trade was intended to help with growing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions internationally.185 However, 
this growing billion-dollar market risks not completely obtaining its goals due to corruption.186 As seen with the 
water and timber industries, GHG markets have been touched by issues of bribery, fraud, and officials abusing their 
authority.187 In carbon trade, as in forestry and water policy, instances of corruption become particularly detrimental 
when officials adversely use their authority, thus undermining the positive effects of incentives in the market that 
foster competition for lower emissions.188 However, with the ratification of UNCAC and the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) Convention on Combating Bribery of Foreign Officials in 
International Business Transactions, countries have taken multilateral approaches to formulate anti-corruption 
policy.189 As a result, Member States have extended their efforts to strengthen better decision-making processes, 
provide better transparency within the market, and formulate better regulatory frameworks.190 
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Combating Corruption in Environmental Governance 

Addressing the issue of corruption in environmental governance is difficult because of the cross-border nature of 
many of the criminal acts involved, but it is a necessary action to create equal access to, distribution of, and 
protection of natural resources.191 The issue for policy makers and other actors that seek to help national 
governments on corruption is being able to discern between actual corrupt individuals and a lack of ability to 
support proper management.192 Although it is true that lack of ability or the capacity to support can cause corruption, 
it is important to identify that they are two separate issues.193  
 
When the barrier to environmental governance is, in fact, corruption and not lack of management, one successful 
strategy has been addressing corrupt practices by means of incentives and mitigation.194 One mitigation strategy 
developed by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) is reducing emissions from deforestation and 
forest degradation or REDD+.195 REDD+ is a potential revenue stream for developing countries as the project seeks 
to “establish a large-scale system of financial incentives to encourage forest-rich developing countries to reduce 
their levels of deforestation and forest degradation, and to increase their carbon stocks.”196 The program works by 
opening the dialogue and providing financial support for a multilateral approach to reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions and removing excess carbon in the atmosphere.197 Despite its major benefits in assisting with adaption, 
mitigating emissions, and improving livelihoods, REDD+ is still not full-proof when battling against corruption 
because the program itself is susceptible to corrupt actions by officials and other actors through its 
implementation.198 As stated before, forestry is vulnerable to corruption and despite REDD+’s potentially vast 
financial benefits, political officials, private sector individuals, and even NGOs have the ability to take advantage of 
the program and undermine the benefits REDD+ could have procure locally and regionally.199 

Conclusion 

Corruption is a widespread issue in the world today that induces sub-optimal environmental governance.200 As stated 
above, $12 billion a year is added to the cost of proper water management infrastructure and $23 billion are tied up 
in the illegal harvesting of timber. Organizations within the UN such as UNEP and UNODC address issues of 
corruption and its negative toll on environmental governance. However, those solutions are susceptible to the same 
corruption that they seek to address as seen with REDD+, where sometimes the programs that are put into place can 
be used for the purpose they were created to combat. One effective tool is to strengthen transparency and citizen 
awareness as seen through the work of NGOs such as Transparency International. CSOs and NGOs are a great 
source of knowledge and communication to citizens. Given their useful and specialized nature, UNEP has engaged 
the help of NGOs and CSOs through its sub-program, as well as other governments and UN bodies. However, 
combating corruption is a hard task to handle although not impossible. As seen with the water sector and forest 
industry, it takes oversight and strong policies to hinder the individuals who may abuse their status or authority. 
Going forward, UNEP will need to find a way to better streamline collaborative efforts internationally to effectively 
defeat corruption. 

Further Research 

Delegates should look for means to collectively and multilaterally address corruption at all levels of government. In 
addition to addressing corruption in national governments, delegates should focus on strengthening transparency and 
awareness about corruption in the environmental sector among citizens. How can TRACK be used in a more 
universal manner and not just be kept among governments and CSOs? Regarding CSOs, how can delegates use the 
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unique expertise and connectivity to citizens of those organizations to better impede corrupt practices and provide 
mutual gains for stakeholders? Since the GEF funds projects at all levels of government, how can regional 
organizations enlist the financial contributions of GEF to aid in strengthening environmental policies for anti-
corruption? Understanding that the private sector has a great deal of influence within the environmental sector, how 
can UNEP aid national and regional bodies in holding the private sector accountable while fostering private sector 
participation in anti-corruption efforts? Lastly, REDD+, can prove to be a great monetary investment for Member 
States if used properly: what lessons can be learned and how can the program be better implemented in order to 
hinder corruption amongst officials as well as other key actors? 
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II. Improving Sustainable Forest Management Practices 
“Forests are on the front lines of climate change. These ecosystems, rich with biodiversity, are increasingly 

vulnerable to changes in weather, temperature and rainfall patterns. It is essential, therefore, that we work to 
preserve and sustainably manage our forests.”201 

Introduction  

According to the 2015 Global Forest Resources Assessment, approximately 30% of the Earth’s total land area, or 
roughly 4 billion hectares, is covered by forests.202 As both a diverse ecosystem and unique natural resource that is 
essential for human development, forests provide shelter, food security, fuel, income, natural materials, and water, 
as well as serving many other critical purposes, which is why they must be protected and prioritized on the global 
agenda.203 Between 2000 and 2010, forests were affected by deforestation and forest degradation at a rate of 
approximately 13 million hectares per year, an area roughly equivalent to the size of Greece.204 Deforestation, which 
is defined by the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (1992) as “the direct human-induced 
conversion of forested land to non-forested land,” includes burning, tree removal for agricultural development, 
logging for timber, and indirect degradation from climate change.205 In contrast, as defined by the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP), forest degradation is “the temporary or permanent lowering of the productive 
capacity of [forests].”206  
 
As a primary developer of the global environmental agenda, UNEP adheres closely to the purposes and principles of 
the United Nations (UN).207 UNEP, which works to preserve forests through its work in ecosystem management as 
one of its seven priority areas, maintains that the sustainable management of land leads to an overall improvement in 
human security.208 The amount of deforestation and forest degradation have slowed since the international 
community placed a heavier policy focus on sustainable forest management (SFM) with the hope that this trend will 
persist with the global implementation of the post-2015 development agenda through the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).209 If not, an estimated 289 million hectares of forest will be lost, releasing 169 billion tons of carbon 
dioxide into the atmosphere by 2050, and this will have drastic consequences for climate change and biodiversity.210 
Consequently, the global community has continued to draw attention to the importance of SFM and to include 
forests in conversations surrounding climate change and the post-2015 development agenda.211  

Defining Sustainable Forest Management  
SFM is a “dynamic process” that ultimately requires many actors working cooperatively and collaboratively to build 
capacity, share information, and provide expertise to protect the world’s forest ecosystems.212 SFM maintains the 
overall productive capacity of forests for society while protecting and ensuring the long-term viability of forests for 
present and future use.213 SFM practices are multidimensional processes and policies that rely completely on human 
action and must be implemented at global, national, and local levels, as well as within forest management units.214 
SFM can be a tool for negotiating both the positive and negative tradeoffs of forest-related actions with relevant 
stakeholders and justifying necessary intervention during periods of conflict.215 Ultimately, SFM works to reduce 
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forest degradation and deforestation as a means of preserving the social, economic, cultural, and environmental 
value of forests for sustainable development.216  

International and Regional Framework  

In 1987, the World Commission on Environment and Development published the report Our Common Future.217 
This groundbreaking report championed the idea of sustainable development, which led to the 1992 UN Conference 
on Environment and Development (UNCED) and the publishing of Agenda 21, an action plan for addressing 
sustainable development and environmental protection.218 Chapter 11 of Agenda 21, “Combating Deforestation,” 
recognized the significance of forests to sustainable development and recommended that Member States create 
programs focused on sustainable forestry.219 UNCED also resulted in the Non-Legally Binding Authoritative 
Statement of Principles for a Global Consensus on the Management, Conservation and Sustainable Development of 
All Types of Forests (the Forest Principles) (1992).220 The Forest Principles, inter alia, establish substantive 
recommendations on forest conservation, identify the critical role forests play in environmental preservation, and 
specify a global plan of action on forest efforts involving the alignment of national policies, preservation of natural 
forest resources, and development of SFM practices.221 The Forest Principles also emphasize how significant forests 
are to sustainable development by noting the renewable contributions forests provide, such as employment, fuel, 
food, shelter, and protecting biodiversity.222  
 
The international community focused its agenda in 2000 to address extreme poverty, lack of education, health, the 
environment, and climate change through the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).223 With MDG 7 addressing 
environmental sustainability, the result over 15 years, according to The Millennium Development Goals Report 
2015, was a decrease in the rate of deforestation and a decline in yearly “net loss in forest area.”224 Despite such 
progress, the international community recognized that work remains to protect forests and therefore defined several 
new goals focused on the environment in the post-2015 development agenda, including SDG 15: “Protect, restore 
and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, and halt 
and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss.”225 Associated with SDG 15 are 12 targets addressing 
various aspects of forest protection, including SFM, deforestation, conservation, reducing biodiversity loss, 
mobilizing resources, and enhancing international support.226  
 
The General Assembly (GA) addressed SFM in resolution 61/193 of 2006, which declared 2011 as the International 
Year of Forests; resolution 62/98 of 2007, which adopted the Non-legally Binding Instrument on all Types of Forests 
(2007); and resolution 67/200 of 2013, which established that 21 March of every year shall be celebrated as the 
International Day of Forests.227 The International Day of Forests involves community-focused events including tree-
planting ceremonies, awareness raising, and local outreach as a means to bring attention to the significance of 
forests.228 The Non-legally Binding Instrument on all Types of Forests reinforced the Forest Principles and set global 
objectives for forests, with the aim of protecting the significant value of all forest types through SFM.229 Regionally, 
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Member States have established forest-related agreements through regional organizations including the Southern 
African Development Community, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, and the European Union.230 These 
regional agreements support the international community’s focus on protecting forests and achieving SDG 15 
through the establishment of collaborative policies that include SFM practices.231 Regional agreements also 
supplement national forest policy and, according to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations 
(FAO), in 2010, 143 countries had forest policy statements.232  

Role of the International System  

Substantive conversations regarding forests predated the inception of the UN through the World Forestry Congress, 
which first convened in 1926 and continues to meet every six years to raise awareness of forest-related issues.233 The 
UN was involved in the issue of forests by providing support through FAO to this group in 1945; however, not until 
1972 did the UN begin to pay special attention to the use of the environment’s natural resources.234 In 1972, the UN 
Conference on the Human Environment addressed this concern by declaring 19 principles to serve as a guiding 
agenda for global environmental issues.235 
 
Building upon the initial momentum of the MDGs, the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) adopted resolution 
2000/35 of 2000, which created the United Nations Forum on Forests (UNFF).236 As an intergovernmental body 
with universal membership, UNFF established the four Global Objectives on Forests, which promote universal 
commitment to SFM based on the Forest Principles, Agenda 21, and the Rio Declaration on Environment and 
Development (1992).237 UNFF is an intergovernmental body focused on garnering global political commitments to 
ensure the longevity of SFM practices, forest conservation, and development.238 Meeting every two years, UNFF 
also works to assess the global implementation of SFM practices.239  
 
UNEP, as a designated promoter of sustainable environmental practices and policies within the UN System, is a 
collaborative and cooperative entity focused on building an international agenda focused on solving environmental 
issues.240 UNEP supports ecosystem management through its commitment to building state capacity, providing 
expertise on numerous dynamic issues, and reporting on the current status of forests and their impact.241 It is under 
UNEP’s ecosystem management sector that projects related to forests, as one of the most significant and impactful 
terrestrial ecosystems, are created and implemented.242 Through the Ecosystem Management Programme, UNEP 
explores how an integrated approach to environmental management, including SFM, is critical to maintaining 
ecosystems that provide essential services related to climate change, water, natural disasters, and energy.243 As the 
need for SFM practices increases, especially in light of climate change, UNEP has focused on building partnerships 
to reduce threats to forest ecosystems.244 For example, UNEP’s partnership with FAO and the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) led to the creation of the United Nations Collaborative Programme on Reducing 
Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation in Developing Countries (UN-REDD).245  
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Developed in 2008, UN-REDD aims to reduce global emissions from forest deforestation and degradation in 
developing countries by addressing the economic value of forests and forest resources.246 UN-REDD provides 
financial rewards to developing countries for reducing carbon emissions associated with deforestation, thereby 
incentivizing capacity-building to facilitate long-term, sustainable reductions in emissions and preserve the 
socioeconomic value of forests.247 REDD+ is a related initiative that expands upon UN-REDD by creating national-
level strategies to address subjects such as conservation, SFM practices, and forest carbon stock enhancement.248 
REDD+ strategies require support through reduced global emissions by both developed and developing countries to 
ensure success.249 Operating through seven integrated areas of support, UN-REDD creates supportive guidelines and 
sponsors workshops through the REDD+ Academy in partnership with the UNEP Environmental Education and 
Training Unit.250 The REDD+ Academy is a capacity-building tool for partner countries with the aim to develop 
REDD+ strategies through training on forest monitoring systems, safeguards, finance, and many other topics.251  
 
As one of the primary partners dedicated to UN-REDD, FAO is an intergovernmental organization that focuses not 
only on eradicating hunger and reducing poverty, but also on increasing agricultural productivity and promoting 
sustainable use of natural resources.252 As one of the primary international bodies focused on forests, FAO promotes 
policy dialogue, provides technical expertise, facilitates national policy creation and implementation, and facilitates 
discussion on advancing SFM practices.253 Every five years, FAO conducts a Global Forest Resources Assessment 
to analyze the current state of the world’s forests and the trends that have emerged over the observation period with 
the most recent released in September 2015.254 These assessments identify potential opportunities for Member States 
to take action, including actions related to SFM.255 FAO developed the SFM Toolbox, which utilizes case studies to 
demonstrate effective implementation of SFM practices at a local level.256 Additionally, FAO is the chair of the 
Collaborative Partnership on Forests (CPF), which is a voluntary forum of international organizations used to 
discuss streamlining SFM processes and build strategic partnerships.257 FAO created eight fact sheets on aspects of 
SFM including REDD+, the multiple functions of forests, food security and livelihoods, indigenous populations, 
gender, primary forests, biodiversity, and climate change through the CPF Working Group on Advancing a 
Common Message on SFM.258  
 
Recognizing the importance of civil society to SFM, the CPF has forged partnerships with organizations such as the 
Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR) to obtain additional information to benefit the improvement of 
SFM practices.259 Having worked in the Congo Basin and in the Peruvian Amazon to promote SFM, CIFOR has 
aided in identifying the positive impacts of forests in these specific areas, which has led to new SFM policy creation 
that could also be adapted within other regions of the international community.260 Other civil society organizations 
working to promote SFM include Building and Wood Workers’ International (BWI), which has identified that many 
workers in the forestry industry live in poverty.261 Additionally, workers’ rights and labor standards are minimal for 
those in the forestry industry, which inhibits the successful implementation of SFM practices.262 BWI works to 
address workers’ needs by collaborating with trade unions to build capacity and improve communication through 
their global wood and forestry program.263  
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The Impact of Forests 

The importance of improving SFM practices is evident in light of the 1.6 billion people who depend on forests for 
their sustenance.264 Forests provide a substantial number of goods and services that contribute to global 
socioeconomic development, growth of social capital, and poverty reduction.265 These goods and services derive 
from the high biodiversity of forests: it is estimated that approximately 80% of the world’s documented species are 
located in forests alone.266 Biodiversity, which is defined by the Convention on Biological Diversity (1992) as “the 
variability among living organisms from all sources,” generates 40% of the global economy and is especially crucial 
to the survival of the rural poor.267 Forests also provide regulating services; notably, they address the effects of 
climate change by storing carbon from the atmosphere and purify water by filtering out impurities.268  

Forests and the Green Economy 
While there is no internationally agreed upon definition of the term “green economy,” UNEP defines it as an 
economy “that results in improved human well-being and social equity, while significantly reducing environmental 
risks and ecological scarcities.”269 A green economy is “low-carbon, resource-efficient, and socially inclusive.”270 
Green economies focus on improving socioeconomic opportunity through environmentally conscious sustainable 
development practices targeting increased employment opportunities and decreased carbon emissions.271 Forests 
contribute to the successful development of a green economy since they are a source of energy, food, and shelter 
while storing carbon.272 In the global transition to a green economy, forests have spurred economic and human 
development by contributing 22% toward household income and, in 2006, $468 billion of global gross domestic 
product (GDP).273 Through public and private investment, the full economic and societal potential of forests can be 
realized with SFM practices that identify the productive aspects of forests, especially those related to reducing 
carbon emissions.274 UNEP has found that implementing REDD+ could have a significant impact on the 
development of a green economy through its results-based financial rewards, assistance with developing SFM 
policies, and provision of technical and logistical support.275  

Forests and Climate Change 
According to the FAO, “forests have four major roles in climate change” including reducing carbon emissions, 
producing wood as an alternative source of energy, reacting sensitively to climate change, and recycling carbon 
emissions into biomass and soils.276 However, if forests continue to face deforestation without consistent 
reforestation, the international community will witness increased levels of species extinction, higher carbon 
emission levels, and more stagnant weather patterns.277 If the Amazon rainforest were to experience complete 
deforestation, regional levels of precipitation and evaporation would decrease to a level experienced during periods 
of constant desertification.278 To address the link between forests and climate change, FAO created the Forest and 
Climate Change Programme.279 Focused on merging climate change and forest-related activities within Member 
States, the program provides technical assistance and guidance in collaboration with FAO partners.280 Integrating 
climate change considerations into SFM guidelines is another significant approach under development with the FAO 
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program to assist Member States in creating strategies for forest adaptation and mitigation.281 In July 2015, 
participants at the fourth International Conference on Forests and Water in a Changing Environment discussed the 
hydrological process and forest disturbance.282 These international conversations highlight the need to incorporate 
numerous considerations in the development of SFM practices and policy.283 

Forests and Water Ecosystems 
Water ecosystems are just one of many ecosystems that are interconnected with forest ecosystems.284 UNEP defines 
an ecosystem as “dynamic, complex plant, animal and microorganism communities and the non-living environment, 
functioning as one unit.”285 UNEP’s ecosystem management approach focuses on the links between all ecosystems 
to support ecosystem preservation and existence.286 Global fresh water shortages are an ongoing international 
problem that will be exacerbated by forest depletion according to the 2013 FAO report Forests and Water: 
International Momentum and Action.287 SFM practices can provide a balance to maximize the benefits of forests 
while preserving the water-related services that forests provide.288 To address a lack of information in this area, 
institutions such as the International Union of Forest Research Organizations continue to gather data on the complex 
relationship between forest and water ecosystems.289 Ultimately, cross-sectoral research on water and forests can 
improve policymakers’ understanding of how SFM practices can be implemented.290  

Implementing Sustainable Forest Management Practices 

The various forest types, for example temperate versus tropical forests, mean SFM practices vary significantly, but it 
is important that policy processes align at the national level to prevent extreme differences between Member States 
that could result in varying degrees of forest degradation.291 Despite existing national SFM policies and legislation 
covering roughly 99% of the world’s forests, enforcement, implementation, and regulation remain some of the 
challenges associated with implementing SFM practices.292 Additionally, SFM requires sufficient financial 
resources, environmentally sound technology transfer, increased capacity, and good governance to ensure success, 
particularly in landlocked developing, least developed, and Small Island Developing States (SIDS).293   

Financing Sustainable Forest Management Practices 
To realize the full potential of forests, significant financial investment to maintain and implement SFM practices is 
required from not only public and private sectors, but also local entities that rely on forests to maintain their 
existence.294 For example, to sustain a 15,000-hectare forest in Gabon, $4.5 million is needed and more than half of 
those dollars are allocated to the development of an SFM plan, which involves research, assessment, and training of 
public and private stakeholders.295 More broadly, while Target 2 of SDG Goal 15 aims to “halt deforestation” by 
2020, UNEP has estimated that further investment of $40 billion annually will be required to even halve 
deforestation by 2030.296 Unfortunately, financial investment in forests and SFM is low, due in part to limited 
economic incentives associated with SFM practices generally, which have resulted in continued deforestation for 
timber extraction and expanding agricultural terrain as population and population densities increase.297 The Forest 
Investment Program (FIP) is working to finance SFM as a supporter and collaborator with REDD+ efforts.298 FIP 
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supports REDD+ through its funding of 38 projects focused on protecting forest ecosystems, supporting local 
economies beyond the forest sector, aiding in capacity-building and forest governance, and addressing climate 
change.299 Though currently operating in only eight pilot countries, FIP is expected to receive additional financing to 
produce projects for many Member States looking to improve SFM practices.300  

Transparency and Accountability 
The Forest Principles note the need to sustain forests in a transparent manner with good forest governance 
practices.301 Many challenges remain with respect to good governance, which is integral to ensuring the success of 
SFM in addition to reducing carbon emissions and eliminating illegal forest activities.302 According to the 2015 
Global Forest Resources Assessment, one of the most significant hindrances to implementing SFM practices is the 
lack of accountability, which stems from the inability of governments to enforce compliance.303 UNEP has identified 
the importance of recordkeeping and reporting of forest-related activities to ensure the success and transparency of 
SFM; yet, records maintained at the national level are generally inaccessible.304 Records are important not only for 
tracking forest-related activities, but also for tracking global, regional, and national rates of deforestation and 
degradation.305 Corruption in the forestry sector can take many forms including approving illegal deals, accepting 
bribes, or ignoring illicit logging activities for profit.306 To address global forestry governance, FAO and the World 
Bank created the Framework for Assessing and Monitoring Forest Governance to assist governments and other 
stakeholders with monitoring and assessing policy, planning, and implementation aspects of forest governance 
within specific countries.307 UN-REDD assisted a number of partner countries with assessing risks related to 
corruption in REDD+ and formulating plans of action to address these risks.308 The results demonstrated a need to 
improve understanding of causes of deforestation and land degradation, establish safeguards, and create new, 
incentive-based systems within the forestry sector.309 Findings also revealed that stakeholders involved in SFM 
should build collaborative partnerships to foster capacity development, which can serve as a deterrent for 
corruption.310 UN-REDD has also conducted evaluations that provide recommendations for improvement of 
transparency and accountability with respect to forest governance within specific countries.311 For example, 
recommendations for Indonesia’s forest licensing system included gathering additional public opinion regarding the 
forest licensing process, creating a streamlined approach to online licensing systems, implanting a code of ethics to 
maintain accountability and transparency among officials, provide additional training, and formulate indicators for 
future improvement.312  

Mitigating Illicit Forest Activities and Conflict  
Poor forest governance presents opportunities for illegal forest activities that have a negative impact on SFM.313 In 
many instances, illicit logging leads to deforestation, which places yet another strain on Member States working to 
implement SFM practices.314 The World Bank estimates that roughly $10 billion is lost annually due to illegal 
logging activities internationally.315 It is also suggested that illegal logging stems from logging bans put in place by 
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governments due to timber shortages or in response to ongoing illegal logging activities.316 Based on a study 
conducted by FAO and the International Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO), the root causes of illegal activities in 
the forest sector include lack of enforcement capacity, corruption, demand for inexpensive timber, and insufficient 
policy and laws.317 FAO recommends the establishment of political commitments to eliminate corruption by 
formulating good forest governance practices through the creation of transparent laws, training of law enforcement 
personnel, and policy implementation to support the economic position of Member States.318 Though not as 
frequently, poor governance can also contribute to forest-related conflicts that reduce the success of implementing 
SFM practices.319 Conflicts can result in migration, famine, destruction, or disease, which directly affect the 
surrounding ecosystems.320 Forests are often the unintended victims of conflict as they are burned or chopped down 
due to their agricultural significance or relative location in relation to the conflict.321 Armed conflict can have direct 
consequences, such as deforestation to reveal the opposing forces, or indirect consequences, such as the 
destabilization of SFM practices.322  

Conclusion  

Improving SFM practices will require committed international, regional, and national approaches to ensure the 
inclusion of all relevant issues and necessary policies.323 Recognizing that SFM includes social, economic, 
environmental, and cultural aspects, SFM policies must consider both forests themselves and species that depend 
upon forests.324 Rapidly changing environmental issues will require SFM practices that can easily adapt while 
remaining committed to international environmental policy and law.325 Continued use of country-based case studies 
will provide a better understanding for major international actors such as UNEP, FAO, ITTO, and others to develop 
guidelines that are applicable to all Member States regardless of the forest types within their borders.326 UNEP, as a 
global authority on the environment and a leader of the global environmental agenda, aims to facilitate the 
implementation of forest-related SDGs and transition to a global green economy by addressing regional and country 
priorities, building partnerships to foster sustainable development, and raising awareness of the harmful effects of 
deforestation and forest degradation.327 Additionally, UNEP remains committed to supporting UN-REDD and 
REDD+ with the aid of scientific assessments, policy assistance to ensure transparent forest governance, and 
integration of SFM practices into national development processes.328  

Further Research 

As the international community continues to discuss the important aspects of climate change, forest policy, 
specifically SFM policy, will be a major aspect of the international conversation. Delegates should take into 
consideration: what role will UNEP have in the development of SFM practices? How can other actors participate in 
those discussions and what role will they have on the outcome for SFM policy? What will the influence be from 
both developed and developing Member States? Can programs such as UN-REDD have a greater global impact? Is 
the creation of a green economy more likely to occur with the creation of SFM policy? If so, who will oversee that 
process? How can SDG 15 aid in the promotion or implementation of SFM practices? 
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III. Plastic Debris in the World’s Oceans 

Introduction 

At least 5.25 trillion plastic particles are currently distributed across the world’s oceans.329 Collectively, they weigh 
268,940 tons, although the vast majority of plastic particles are individually very small.330 At under 50 million tons 
per year during the 1970s, global plastic production has dramatically increased since 1980, with nearly 300 million 
tons of plastic produced in 2012 alone.331 Around 50% of globally produced plastic is buoyant and many of the 
plastic particles in the oceans accumulate at subtropical gyres.332 The plastic debris in the world’s oceans originates 
from a variety of different sources, including ship- and platform-based sources of plastic litter (fishing and 
recreational ships, gas and oil platforms, shipping, cruise liners, and aquaculture spaces), as well as land-based 
sources (industrial waste, recreational areas, untreated sewage, wind-blown debris).333 Debris in the world’s oceans 
can be distinguished by size into macro-debris (more than 20 mm in diameter), meso-debris (5-20 mm), and micro-
debris or microplastics (less than 5mm).334 Many plastic products are very stable and durable; it may take thousands 
of years until they decompose.335 Other plastic components are subject to nano-fragmentation or biofouling, which 
means that they decay into very small pieces or start to decompose due to chemical processes, which has negative 
effects on marine life and ecosystems.336 Debris in the world’s oceans threatens marine life, the entire environment, 
and the health of all humans.337 The financial damage of plastics to marine ecosystems exceeds $13 billion a year.338 
Consequently, the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the United Nations General Assembly (GA), 
and other United Nations (UN) bodies have recognized the importance of reducing the amount of plastic debris in 
the world’s oceans.339 Despite many international conventions and resolutions on this issue, the amount of plastic 
debris in the world’s oceans is still increasing, which demands further action by the international community.340 

International and Regional Framework  

After global plastic production and pollution from ships increased and became an issue on the global agenda in the 
late 1960s, the International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL Convention) (1973) 
was adopted.341 However, it did not enter into force until it was modified by the Protocol of 1978, which was 
initiated after a number of tanker accidents.342 Both documents seek to control pollution from ships by regulating 
which and how much waste ships may discharge into the environment.343 Under Annex V of the MARPOL 
Convention, which entered into force in 1988, the disposal of plastics at sea is prohibited and governments are 
obliged to install facilities for garbage at ports and terminals.344 Despite the extensive legislation under the 
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MARPOL Convention, challenges concerning its enforcement exist since many ships ignore the prohibition against 
dumping plastic litter.345 
 
While the MARPOL Convention did not enter into force until it was modified by the Protocol of 1978, the 
Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and Other Matter (London Convention) 
(1972) was adopted in 1972 and entered into force in 1975, thus representing one of the first conventions on the 
protection of the world’s oceans from human activities.346 It requires its 87 parties to prohibit the disposal of plastics 
and other non-biodegradable materials.347 The Protocol to the Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by 
Dumping of Wastes and Other Matter (London Protocol) (1996), which came into force in 2006, builds on previous 
conventions, yet follows a completely different approach since many materials were not included in previous 
documents: instead of listing material which may not be dumped in the oceans, it prohibits dumping in general at 
sea, except for a few materials, including vessels and platforms or other structures, for which permits must be 
obtained.348 Only 45 Member States are party to the London Protocol.349  
 
Unlike the London Convention and Protocol, the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 
(1982) does not focus exclusively on dumping of waste into the oceans; instead, it is the more comprehensive result 
of the Third United Nations Conference on the Law of the Sea, which began its work in 1973 to regulate the world’s 
oceans, especially regarding their potential for conflict.350 The convention has been ratified by 167 states and 
regulates all activities in the world’s oceans.351 Part XII lists a number of regulations for implementation by States 
Parties to “prevent, reduce, and control pollution from land-based sources, vessels, by dumping, and from or through 
the atmosphere.”352 Land-based sources in this context are “rivers, estuaries, pipelines, and outfall structures.”353 
The Honolulu Strategy (2011) contains non-binding proposals for international collaboration on reducing the 
impacts of marine debris.354 It presents goals to “reduce the amount and impact of land-based litter and solid waste 
introduced into the marine environment”; “sea-based sources of marine debris”; and “accumulated marine debris on 
shorelines, in benthic habitats, and in pelagic waters.”355 It seeks to provide a framework around which civil society 
organizations, private actors, and governments can cooperate and coordinate their work in reducing marine debris, 
as prior frameworks focused mainly on state actors, institutional arrangements, and regulations.356 
 
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which will replace the Millennium Development Goals at the end of 
2015, recognize the importance of the world’s oceans for global sustainable development and call for focused 
actions to combat water pollution.357 SDG 14 seeks to “conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine 
resources for sustainable development” and thus contains important implications for the future situation of plastic 

                                                                        
345 Alsopp et al., Plastic Debris in the World’s Oceans, 2006, p. 33. 
346 UN IMO, Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and Other Matter, 2015. 
347 UN IMO, Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and other Matter (London Convention 

1972): Compilation of the full texts of the London Convention (1972) and of the 1996 Protocol thereto, 1997, p. 44; 
UNEP, UNEP Year Book 2011, 2011, p. 29. 

348 UN IMO, Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and Other Matter, 2015; UN IMO, 
Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and other Matter (London Convention 1972): 
Compilation of the full texts of the London Convention (1972) and of the 1996 Protocol thereto, 1997, p. 11. 

349 UN IMO, Parties to the London Convention and Protocol, 2014. 
350 UN Division for Ocean Affairs and the Law of the Sea, The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (A historical 

perspective), 2012.  
351 UNEP, UNEP Year Book 2011, 2011, p. 29; UN Division for Ocean Affairs and the Law of the Sea, Chronological lists of 

ratifications of, accessions and successions to the Convention and the related Agreements as at 3 October 2014, 2015.  
352 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, 1982, pp. 53-61. 
353 UNEP, UNEP Year Book 2011, 2011, p. 29.  
354 Marine Litter Network, The Honolulu Strategy - A Global Framework for Prevention and Management of Marine Debris, p. 

2. 
355 Ibid. 
356 Ibid. 
357 UN DPI, Sustainable Development Summit 2015 – Home, 2015; UN DPI, We Can End Poverty – Millennium Development 

Goals and Beyond 2015 – Home; UN General Assembly, Transforming our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (A/RES/70/1), 2015. 



 
 

 

 
   45 
 

debris in the world’s oceans.358 Target 14.1 specifically states that marine pollution of all kinds should be prevented 
and significantly reduced by 2025.359  
 
In general, many international conventions for the prevention of plastic debris exist; yet, not all states are parties to 
them, and the conventions lack enforcement mechanisms and adequate monitoring of their implementation.360  

Role of the International System  

UNEP generally seeks to assess “current environmental trends,” develop “international and national environmental 
instruments,” strengthen “institutions which deal with the environment,” and raise “awareness of issues of 
concern.”361 It cooperates with other UN bodies, such as the International Maritime Organization (IMO) and the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), to monitor and reduce the amount of 
plastic debris in the world’s oceans.362 At its first session, the United Nations Environment Assembly adopted 
resolution 1/6 of 27 June 2014 on “Marine plastic debris and microplastics,” thereby strengthening UNEP’s mandate 
to act.363 In this resolution, the body requests UNEP’s Executive Director “to undertake a study on plastic debris and 
microplastics in the world’s oceans” together with other institutions and to support countries with developing action 
plans against marine debris.364 On World Oceans Day, on 8 June 2015, UNEP recommended a ban of microplastics 
in cosmetics and promoted an online application that allows users to check which cosmetics contain microplastics.365 
 
UNEP coordinates a number of sub-organizations, including the Global Programme of Action for the Protection of 
the Marine Environment from Land-based Activities (GPA) and the Global Partnership on Marine Litter.366 The 
GPA is the world’s only intergovernmental global initiative that deals directly with the link between “terrestrial, 
freshwater, coastal, and marine ecosystems.”367 Its coordination office is hosted by UNEP and it provides conceptual 
and practical guidance for national and regional governments to prevent and reduce marine debris.368 Building on the 
Honolulu Strategy, the Global Partnership on Marine Litter is a mechanism between governments, civil society, 
international organizations, and individuals for cooperation on reduction and management of marine litter.”369  
Another organization which was initiated by UNEP in 1974 in order to address a variety of problems related to the 
increasing degradation of the oceans and coastal areas is the Regional Seas Programme (RSP).370 The RSP has 
launched 13 regional Action Plans engaging governments and civil society in more than 143 countries to protect the 
world’s oceans from marine litter and other threats.371  
 
UNESCO, specifically through the Intergovernmental Oceanographic Commission of UNESCO (IOC-UNESCO), 
cooperates with UNEP to develop guidelines on monitoring marine litter.372 IOC-UNESCO was established in 1960 
and is the “only competent organization for marine science within the UN system.”373 Among other activities, it 
coordinates monitoring of the world’s oceans through the Global Ocean Observing System (GOOS), which consists 
of numerous programs that seek to observe, monitor, and analyze the world’s oceans.374 Sponsored by IOC-
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UNESCO, UNEP, the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), and the International Council for Science 
(ICSU), GOOS constitutes a platform for international cooperation to observe the oceans, generate oceanographic 
products and services, and foster interaction between actors from science and civil society.375  
 
IMO, a specialized agency of the UN and the global “authority for the safety, security and environmental 
performance of international shipping,” has put pressure on governments to improve facilities for garbage at local 
ports and terminals, which are mandatory according to Annex V of the MARPOL Convention.376 In accordance with 
the MARPOL Convention, IMO seeks to prevent and respond to the pollution caused predominantly by ships.377  
 
While UNEP and other UN programs concentrate on concrete actions to reduce the amount of plastic debris in the 
oceans, the GA focuses on the broader framework in which these actions are embedded, makes general statements 
on the current situation, evaluates ongoing efforts, and creates new bodies.378 The GA has devoted increasing 
attention to the issue of marine pollution, particularly with respect to the impact thereof on Small Island Developing 
States (SIDS) and the need for international cooperation to protect the world’s oceans.379 GA resolution 60/30 of 29 
November 2005, resolution 62/215 of 22 December 2007, and resolution 63/111 of 5 December 2008 emphasize the 
vulnerability of SIDS to the impact of marine pollution and ask for stronger cooperation concerning reducing and 
preventing pollution from ships and from land.380 GA resolutions 62/215 of 22 December 2007 and 64/71 of 4 
December 2009 ask for cooperation with IMO to prevent pollution from ships and ask all states which are not yet 
parties to the London Protocol to join it.381 In resolution 69/245 of 29 December 2014, the GA specifically addresses 
the negative impacts of plastic debris and microplastics on the world’s oceans.382 It further decides that “as part of its 
deliberations on the report of the Secretary-General on oceans and the law of the sea, the Informal Consultative 
Process in 2016” shall focus on “Marine debris, plastics and microplastics.”383 GA resolution 57/141 of 12 
December 2002 established a Regular Process for Global Reporting and Assessment of the State of the Marine 
Environment, including Socio-Economic Aspects.384 The idea for this process emerged at the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, South Africa, in 2002 and the resolution took effect in 2004.385 It seeks 
to support decision-making by providing scientific information on the current state of the marine environment and 
thus also evaluates the amount and impact of debris in the oceans.386 
 
In recent years, to fulfill obligations pursuant to international agreements, many countries have adopted legislation 
on the prevention, control, and reduction of marine debris.387 Many policies have proved very effective; for example, 
plastic bag use in Wales dropped 70% after stores began charging consumers a minimum of £0.05 per plastic bag.388 
However, in many countries, effective legislation on this issue is still missing.389 Civil society actors, such as the 
Plastic Oceans Foundation and Greenpeace, are promoting international cooperation to assess, control, and reduce 
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the amount and impact of plastic debris in the world’s oceans.390 The Ocean Recovery Alliance is a non-profit 
organization that implements the Plastic Disclosure Project, which “asks the business world to measure, manage, 
reduce and benefit from plastic waste in order to create a world in which plastic adds value for consumers and 
businesses without negatively impacting the environment,” and the Plasticity Forum, which fosters discussions on 
how to reuse and recycle plastic and prevent it from entering the world’s oceans.391  

Assessing the Impact of Plastic Debris 

The plastic debris in the world’s oceans poses an immediate, substantial threat to marine life.392 Seabirds, sea turtles, 
and other animals can ingest small parts of plastic products that fill their stomachs, preventing them from absorbing 
enough food and possibly leading to obstructions.393 Microplastics, which often enter the oceans through sewage 
since they are found in many cosmetics, pose severe threats to small organisms upon ingestion, leading to 
intoxication and transfer of these substances throughout the food chain.394 The consumption of plastic particles can 
lead to chemical contamination and alteration of the community structure of organisms living in the sea.395 Marine 
animals can further be entangled in drifting plastic parts, such as nets or plastic bags, which can cause physical 
injury or death.396 Over 260 species have gotten tangled in plastic or have swallowed it.397 Plastic debris can thus 
have lethal effects on marine life and alter the structure of biodiversity (the variety of plants and animals), thereby 
disrupting entire complex ecosystems.398 By transporting small organisms to remote areas, plastic debris in the 
oceans has contributed to the dispersal of alien marine organisms in new habitats.399 Alien species, like the 
American comb jellyfish in the Black Sea, can affect biodiversity.400 Fragile ecosystems, such as coral reefs, can be 
damaged by plastic debris, which can also have consequences for biodiversity.401  
 
In addition to its direct impact on marine life, plastic debris in the world’s oceans has broader implications for 
human development.402 The detrimental effect of plastic debris on biodiversity may jeopardize the livelihoods of the 
world’s poorest, who rely upon biological resources for up to 90% of their basic needs.403 Biodiversity provides 
many benefits, including the protection of water resources, food, medicine, recreation, and tourism.404 
Manufacturing of plastic products uses approximately 8% of global oil production, as well as other resources 
including natural gas and water, which leads to increased carbon emissions that may accelerate climate change.405 
Toxic chemical additives used to enhance plastic products may leach out into the environment, enter the food chain, 
and endanger human health.406 Plastic debris can have negative economic effects, including the loss of fishing 
opportunities and losses in tourism; for instance, in the area of Asia-Pacific, marine debris costs over $1 billion a 
year.407 
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Addressing the Root Causes  

The root causes of the plastic debris in the world’s oceans, namely the high amount of plastic production, 
consumption, and dumping, can be tackled by economic instruments; international, national and regional legislation; 
effective implementation of existing policies; and monitoring of the sources of marine litter.408 These are often 
referred to as zero waste strategies and include waste reduction, reuse, recycling, and producer responsibility.409 
 
Among the key factors for the plastic debris in the world’s oceans is the high demand for plastic products, which has 
led to increasing production of plastics.410 Although plastic products can be very useful for “preserv[ing] and 
protect[ing] food and medicine,” the majority of plastics currently in use could be replaced by biodegradable or 
reusable products.411 Many companies and organizations, such as Retap and Soulbottles, promote reusable bags, 
bottles, and other containers as alternatives to plastic products; however, their effectiveness depends on changing 
consumer habits.412 Many people severely underestimate the amount of plastic debris in the oceans and are not 
conscious of the importance of recycling.413 Education and awareness campaigns can lead to changing attitudes and 
global ambassadors, including UNEP Goodwill Ambassador Jack Johnson, can serve as inspiring examples.414  
 
In addition to the high demand for plastic products, the attitude of companies towards alternatives for plastic 
products is important, since they ultimately decide on the supply of plastic products; yet, many actors from 
industries still ignore the negative consequences of plastic.415 An equally important factor is recycling, which 
depends on consumer awareness and may be incentivized through legislative measures, such as deposits for plastic 
bottles.416 The number of companies producing recycled clothes, bags, and other products is rising, and UNEP has 
recently supported research and development on converting waste plastics to fuel.417 A number of companies and 
research institutes, such as Ecovative and Ecospan, are developing plant-based biodegradable products that 
demonstrate the same benefits as plastic and can be used for packaging, fishing nets, and various other purposes.  418 
More research is needed to clarify how quickly these products will degrade and how they need to be constituted so 
they do not pose a threat to food production.419 The viability of alternatives to plastic products has been 
demonstrated by plastic-free supermarkets, such as Original Unverpackt in Berlin, Germany and in.gredients in 
Austin, Texas.420  
 
Developing states are particularly affected by the consequences of plastic debris in the world’s oceans since they 
often depend on fishing industries and tourism, which are vulnerable to marine pollution.421 Frequently, developing 
states find it difficult to attract investments to fund construction of the appropriate infrastructure for waste 
management and cleaning the oceans.422 Plastic production in developing countries is expected to increase in coming 
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years, which requires appropriate infrastructure and programs for recycling plastic products.423 Developing states 
could benefit from developed states’ knowledge and technology for reducing plastic debris.424 UNEP and other 
organizations contribute to transfer of technology; yet, large potential for strengthened efforts still exists.425 
 
Monitoring, surveillance, and research on the plastic debris in the world’s oceans are essential for successful 
prevention and reduction of plastic debris in the world’s oceans.426 Some states and regional sea bodies have taken 
active measures to control the amount and impact of marine debris in the world’s oceans and the Commission of the 
European Union is developing assessment methods for marine debris that should be available by 2020. 427 Yet, 
according to UNEP, a comprehensive set of environmental, social, and economic indicators has been lacking.428 
Routine offshore monitoring with traditional techniques is expansive and limited.429 Historically, scientists, civil 
society, and international organizations relied on the amount of plastic as found in the stomachs of birds or counting 
washed up plastic pieces at beaches, but in recent years they have been searching for cost-effective, quantitative 
techniques which are more efficient and reliable.430 According to the Honolulu Strategy, key aspects for monitoring 
and research on the status of marine debris include “identification and monitoring of hot spots where higher debris 
accumulation is predicted or observed“; standardized methodologies “to monitor marine debris”; and 
"characterization of sources, transport, and sinks of marine debris in the marine environment.”431 

Cleaning the Oceans 

While one part of the problem is prevention, another part of the problem is cleaning up the debris that is already in 
the ocean.432 National, regional, and local governments; civil society; and individuals have contributed to cleaning 
the oceans from plastic debris, starting with cleaning local beaches.433 A great number of non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), such as the International Coastal Cleanup, and governmental organizations, such as the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration in the United States, cooperate with UNEP to reduce the amount 
of plastic debris in the oceans.434 Many international programs also work together with UNEP, including the Clean 
Up the World program, which organizes 35 million volunteers from more than 130 countries every year to collect 
trash on beaches, raise public awareness, and conduct education campaigns.435 During the annually held Clean Up 
the World Weekend, World Water Day, and World Environment Day, cleanup activities take place where people 
collect trash on beaches and in other areas.436 
 
Cleaning beaches and collecting plastic particles with nets or other instruments from the sea are rather costly and 
time-consuming mechanisms.437 Consequently, research in this area seeks to use natural movements of the oceans 
and gyres to develop more effective instruments.438 Gyres are subtropical convergence zones, which are areas where 
two ocean currents meet and interact.439 Debris tends to accumulate in gyres since it is transported and trapped there 
by ocean currents, often far from coastlines.440 One of the largest gyres is the North Pacific central gyre, which is the 
location of the Eastern Garbage Patch, constituting an area the size of Turkey.441 Together, the Eastern Garbage 
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Patch and the Western Garbage Patch form the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, an area of 7.7 million square miles of 
marine debris in the Central North Pacific Ocean.442  

Case study: The ‘Ocean Cleanup’ project 
By concentrating on gyres and ocean currents, the Ocean Cleanup project “develops technology to extract, prevent, 
and intercept plastic pollution.”443 It was founded in 2013 by Boyan Slat, one of UNEP’s 2014 Champions of the 
Earth, and will start cleaning the oceans in 2020 by using the natural movement of ocean currents to collect marine 
litter with floating barriers.444 According to preliminary calculations, a 100-kilometer cleanup array, deployed for 10 
years, could remove 42% of the litter in the Great Pacific Garbage Patch.445 Critics claim that the technology cannot 
distinguish microorganisms from microplastics since many of them are of similar sizes.446 Microorganisms, such as 
bacteria, are of high importance to marine life since they form critical links in food chains and play essential roles in 
marine ecosystems.447 Concurrently, great parts of the plastic debris in the world’s oceans are not buoyant and sink 
to the ocean floor, which makes it impossible for the existing technology of the Ocean Cleanup project to collect 
it.448 Despite its potential deficits, the Ocean Cleanup project represents a revolutionary initiative for large-scale 
cleanup of the plastic debris in the world’s oceans, but it will be successful only if accompanied by decreasing 
global plastic production and increasing environmental awareness and recycling.449 

Conclusion  

Despite many resolutions, conventions, and regional and national action plans on the plastic debris in the world’s 
oceans, the situation has not improved in recent years and the amount of marine litter is still increasing.450 Due to the 
fact that many actors do not always follow international agreements, monitoring and enforcement of existing 
regulations deserve more attention from the international community.451 International cooperation and technology 
transfer, as well as research on alternatives to plastic products, play an equally important role.452 Sustainable 
development will be of great importance in the future in order to reduce the amount of plastic debris in the oceans.453 
A great number of global challenges, such as food insecurity, the spread of disease, and climate change, are strongly 
connected with global production and consumption of plastic products as well as plastic debris in the world’s 
oceans.454 UNEP has contributed to improving the situation by assessing and monitoring the amount and extent of 
plastic debris in the world’s oceans, providing states with information on policy options, and cooperating with other 
UN bodies and civil society organizations to strengthen international frameworks and conduct regional programs.455 
In the future, UNEP could, among other actions, concentrate on raising awareness of the plastic debris in the world’s 
oceans, improving assessment and monitoring practices for the amount and impact of plastic debris, fostering 
programs and actions for recycling and developing alternatives to plastic products, cleaning up the oceans, and 
supporting states in developing policies on the prevention and reduction of plastic debris.456 

Further Research  

How can control and enforcement mechanisms for existing international agreements be improved? What can UNEP 
do to contribute to monitoring, controlling, and reducing plastic debris in the world’s oceans? How can UNEP foster 
international cooperation on this issue? What do alternatives to plastic look like and how can consumer and 
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corporate attitudes and behaviors be changed to reduce and prevent marine debris? How can plastic products be 
recycled and what role does the conversion of plastic to fuel play? What is the role of states and how can they 
cooperate with civil society? 
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