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Hello Delegates! 
 
My name is Aubrey Peterson Hague and I am very excited to be your director for the UNEP this 
year! I am a sophomore biology and anthropology double major, and an aspiring med school 
student. Model UN has been a big part of my life since my first conference sophomore year of high 
school where I represented Brazil in the UNEP. Since then I have attended multiple conferences as 
both a delegate and chair. 
 
At UConn most of my time is dedicated to studying, studying, and also studying. In my free time I 
try to be outside as much as I can playing soccer and tennis with my friends. This year I am also 
working in an archaeobotany where I help recover and analyze fossilized plant material from stone 
and artifacts found in an archaeological dig form the Middle East. Over the summer I will be 
working as an EMT, and hopefully, being an intern at a pharmaceutical development company in 
Boston. 
 
As this is my first year being Head Chair of a committee, I am looking forward to very lively and 
passionate debate. Although coral bleaching and air pollution in industrialized nations are two topics 
which are in some way related to climate change, I hope to see feasible and specific resolutions to 
these world crises, rather than broad ways to combat climate change as a whole. As your chair I urge 
you to remember these issues are not just topics up for debate at our conference, but exceedingly 
real problems facing our world, which are not to be taken lightly. Most importantly I am excited for 
you all to learn at this conference, gain more confidence in your debating abilities, and have fun!  
 
Never hesitate to ask me any questions, I am more than happy to talk to you about Model UN and 
college in general. I look forward to seeing you all at the conference! 
 
Aubrey Peterson Hague 
UCMUN 2018 UNEP Director 
aubrey.peterson_hague@uconn.edu 
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Committee History 

The United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) is a scientifically backed committee 

that promotes international cooperation in respect to protecting and conserving the environment. 

This committee was established in 1972 after the UN Conference on the Human Environment was 

held in Stockholm, Sweden in June of 1972; this was the first major convention in which international 

environmental concerns were discussed. Due to an increase of environmental concerns, especially in 

respect to climate change, a permanent committee (UNEP) was founded in order to make significant, 

global change. 

The mission of the UNEP is “to provide leadership and encourage partnership in caring for 

the environment by inspiring, informing, and enabling nations and people to improve their quality of 

life without compromising that of future generations,” (United Nations). To assess each 

environmental issue appropriately, all topics are put into one of the following seven categories:  climate 

change, disasters and conflicts, ecosystem management, environmental governance, chemicals and 

waste, resource efficiency, and environment under review. The UNEP also puts copious amounts of 

effort into ensuring developing nations grow in an environmentally conscious manner by 

implementing sound policies and practices. Although the UNEP is more scientifically based than most 

committees in the United Nations, it also effectively works towards the overall goal of the UN to 

resolve world issues with this use of civil and international cooperation.  

In recent years the UNEP has dedicated much of its time assisting countries such as Haiti, 

Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan, and Afghanistan in establishing environmentally friendly 

foundations for development and rebuilding some previously rich natural environments. In 

Afghanistan specifically, UNEP is additionally attempting to assess and repair damage done by ozone 

depleting substances in the area. Along with ensuring sustainable development for many countries, 

the UNEP has recently launched the Global Peatlands Initiative to protect and conserve the peatlands 
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(areas with nutrient rich, decomposing plant matter). The committee is currently exploring 

opportunities to provide similar protection to rainforests, which are being cut down at alarming rates. 

For many years to come the UNEP will continue to work conscientiously to combat international 

crises related to preserving and protecting the environment in a manner that is beneficial for all nations 

involved.    
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Topic A: Coral Bleaching 

Introduction 

Over the past 30 to 40 years, global climate change has become increasingly detrimental to 

ecosystems and environments all over the world. Coral reefs are one of the areas most negatively 

affected by this climate change, specifically in respect to rising temperatures and carbon dioxide levels. 

Heightened ocean temperatures and carbon dioxide levels put stress on coral, making it hard to sustain 

life. Healthy coral reefs boast a wide variety of colorful, vibrant coral which help support upwards of 

3,500 marine species. With recent spikes in ocean temperatures, and acidity levels reaching 

unprecedented levels, the coral reefs have begun to lose their luster and die in a phenomenon known 

as coral bleaching. Coral bleaching gets its name from the white color the previously bright and 

colorful coral adopts when it dies (Park). 

 A multitude of human activities directly contribute to coral bleaching and climate change as a 

whole. In recent years the most significant of these practices have been pollution, the overuse of 

sunscreen, over fishing in reef areas, and shark finning. These human activities result in ocean 

conditions unsuitable for coral, including elevated temperatures, acidity, and sea levels.  

 Humans are enormously dependent on the ocean and are therefore affected by coral bleaching:

     

Coral bleaching can affect human through at least three channels. Firstly, bleached corals are 

less attractive to tourists, so severe coral bleaching could cause an income shock to the tourism 

sector. Secondly, coral bleaching may lead to an income shock to the fishery sector as coral 

bleaching is associated with a reduction in both abundance and diversity of other marine life 

over time. Finally, coral reefs are crucial to land preservation. More erosion is expected once 

the reefs are weakened (Chaijaroen, 6). 
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 With an ever-growing population, humans now more than ever need the fish and other food sources 

provided by the ocean; if the coral reefs continue to decline at the present rate, many countries will be 

at great risk for famine and economic downfall. Additionally, coral reefs provide great protection in 

coastal areas against major storms like tsunamis and hurricanes. As the reefs are degraded, these storms 

cause more damage to infrastructure and put more people at risk.     

 The United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP) can help the issue of coral bleaching 

by raising awareness and working towards implementing short- and long-term solutions which 

improve the actions of humans to help preserve the remaining reefs. 

 

History and Description of Issue 

 Coral is a very unique organism; it is a type of invertebrate animal belonging to the phylum 

Cnidaria. What many people perceive to be a single piece of coral is most likely a coral structure 

consisting of hundreds of coral polyps. These coral polyps are actually the individual coral organisms 

and bind together to form large calcium carbonate skeletons. Due to their rigid skeleton, coral is sessile 

and anchored to the bottom floor, making it unable to provide itself with the nutrients essential for 

survival (US Department of Commerce and NOAA). To survive, coral has developed a symbiotic 

relationship with zooxanthellae which is a type of photosynthetic algae. The coral provides a protected 

environment for the zooxanthellae to photosynthesize, and in return the coral receives some of the 

products of the photosynthetic process. Coral takes the glucose, glycerol, and amino acids from the 

zooxanthellae to transform them into sources of usable energy like proteins, lipids, and carbohydrates. 

Zooxanthellae are also responsible for the colorful exterior of the coral, the signature characteristic of 

all coral reefs (US Department of Commerce and NOAA). Due to this important mutualistic 

relationship with zooxanthellae, coral is incredibly vulnerable on its own. In the absence of this algae, 
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coral has no way to obtain food. To ensure coral can maintain this symbiosis the ocean must have 

consistent temperatures, pH, and water levels. 

 The optimal conditions for coral survival have been compromised in the last few decades, 

mostly as a result of irresponsible human behavior. The clearer and less polluted the ocean water is, 

the healthier the coral. Clean water is more easily penetrated by sun rays, which are essential to the 

photosynthesis carried out by the zooxanthellae. Coral reefs are almost exclusively found in shallow 

parts of the ocean surrounding islands or hugging coastlines. Due to the melting of the ice caps, sea 

levels have been rising, thus submerging the reefs deeper than they are accustomed to. This added 

depth also poses as an obstacle for sun rays to reach the zooxanthellae and coral. With the climate 

changing and the increased levels of carbon dioxide, the coral reefs are no longer a suitable 

environment for the zooxanthellae. In order to survive the algae must leave the coral reefs to find a 

better environment thus leaving the coral bare and “bleached”. 

 The first global coral bleaching event took place in 1998 when there was “an ocean heat wave” 

caused by the El Niño that year. A sudden rise in ocean temperatures as in 1998 and again in 2010 

sent coral reefs into shock. In 1998 alone upwards of 16% of the world’s total coral reefs were 

bleached due to the sudden rise in temperature (Parry). The corals are simply not able to adapt to the 

prolonged heightened temperatures and have no means of migrating to a more suitable area. As a 

result, thousands of species suffer. 

 Healthy coral reefs are a magnificent sight; they are host to thousands of exotic species and 

surrounded by tropical paradise. This aesthetically pleasing location is naturally a huge tourist 

attraction, “approximately 2 million people visit the Great Barrier Reef every year, according to the 

Australian government. There is widespread concern that such intense tourism might be harming the 

fragile reefs” (Zimmerman). Excess sunscreen that comes off in the ocean is the most concerning 

waste tourists leave behind around coral reefs. Sunscreen contains countless chemicals including 
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oxybenzone which damages the DNA of coral in high enough concentrations. The damage 

oxybenzone to a coral is comparable to a virus, which causes coral to produce damaged DNA and 

decrease its rate of survival, in turn, exacerbating the coral bleaching process. 

 Rising ocean acidity levels are also a result of human behavior, specifically in the form of 

carbon emissions. The phenomenon known as ocean acidification occurs when a surplus of 

atmospheric carbon dioxide is dissolved by the ocean water and causes the pH to drop, thus indicating 

the water is more acidic (Fondriest Environmental). According to recent studies “Over the past 300 

million years, ocean pH has been slightly basic, averaging about 8.2. Today, it is around 8.1, a drop of 

0.1 pH units, representing a 25-percent increase in acidity over the past two centuries” (Jensen).  Coral 

does not survive well in acidic environments because there are far less zooxanthellae to produce 

nutrients for them. Additionally, coral is one of the ocean’s greatest buffers; coral is able to store large 

amounts of the ocean’s carbon dioxide in a way that sustains the existing pH. Only recently has the 

ocean reached a point in which the coral cannot absorb anymore carbon dioxide and the ocean is 

becoming more acidic. This problem exponentially worsens coral bleaching because as more and more 

coral die, the carbon dioxide they were storing is released into the water once again, making the pH 

that much lower, and causing the death of more coral.  

 As coral becomes bleached and dies many species of fish and sea vegetation follow. Coral is 

the primary producer for the ocean, a source of food for hundreds of species, which are sources of 

food for hundreds of other species; this trend affects organisms that are not even in close proximity 

to coral reefs. If the foundation of this chain starts to die all living organisms that live in the ocean, or 

rely on the ocean as a source of food, will be at a great loss. 

 This domino effect works in any order which is why overfishing in reef areas and shark finning 

have such a significant impact on coral bleaching. Eliminating, or considerably decreasing, a species’ 

presence in any ecosystem can be fatal to all the species in that ecosystem. Many of the fish that 
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humans use as a source of food are known as primary consumers in the coral reef ecosystem, which 

means they directly depend on the products made by coral. Primary consumers are the main source 

of food for countless other marine species. When too many primary consumers are removed from the 

ocean for human consumption, there is a negative impact on all the organisms all the way back to the 

coral. Conversely, when there is a decline in the apex predator population around reefs the ecosystem 

can also suffer. In coral reefs sharks are a very important piece of the food chain and are actively being 

hunted for their fins in a practice known as shark finning; “Shark finning occurs when a fisherman 

catches a shark and slices off the shark's fin, taking the fin back to the market to sell and dumping the 

shark's body in the ocean, often when the shark is still alive” (Ilouliam, 346).  To maintain a healthy 

coral reef the proper balance of species must remain relatively consistent: when even one species has 

a fluctuation in population the entire system is stressed.  

 Just as any marine species can be hurt by the decline of coral reefs, so can any human who 

depends on them. Fish species found in coral reefs are some of the most sought after and abundant 

in the world because they provide a high percentage of the food supply for many countries. Without 

the coral reefs, and consequently without the fish found there, hundreds of thousands of people would 

face famine and, in some cases, mass starvation. Many island nations and territories such as Japan, 

New Caledonia, the Maldives, and the Philippines depend on fruits of coral reefs as their primary food 

source; complete loss of coral reefs would be detrimental to these nations.  

 Countries also depend on coral reefs as a source of economic wealth, especially in respect to 

tourism. Small island nations, or cities surrounding coral reefs rely on tourists coming to visit the reefs 

as their sole source of income. Not only would local economies be hurt if coral reefs were to become 

extinct but the global economies as well, “Latest estimates suggest coral reefs provide close to $30 

billion each year in goods and services” (Harvey). These services are not limited to fisheries and 

tourism, but extend to sources of medical advancement and coastal protection. 
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 Small island nations are extremely vulnerable to tropical storms which cause millions of dollars 

in damage and threat to human life every year. As weather patterns become even more unpredictable 

these storms will only increase in frequency and intensity which is why the protection coral reefs 

provide are more important now than ever before; “coral reefs in particular constitute a first line of 

defense from erosion and flooding through wave attenuation and the production and retention of 

sand” (Reguero, 147). If coral bleaching and degradation continues at the current rate, countries 

around coral reefs will lose yet another valuable resource provided by coral. 

 

Current Status 

In the past three years alone, coral bleaching has become an exponentially worse problem in 

respect to overall ocean health and economic impact. Ocean temperatures and acidity levels have 

exceeded historical averages by alarming amounts, and global economies are starting to feel the 

significant losses from having poorly functioning coral reefs.  

 

Figure 1: “A side by side comparison of a healthy portion of the Great Barrier Reef (left), compared to a 
bleached portion (right). As climate change warms ocean temperatures, coral bleaching is reaching epidemic levels. Left 

photo by Gary Bell / Oceanwideimages.com. Right photo by Greenpeace / Roger Grace” (Hovecar) 
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The Great Barrier Reef is the world’s largest coral reef, and at its peak was home to 3000 

healthy reef systems. Currently this reef is suffering greatly in the wake of unsuitable ocean conditions 

caused by climate change and a strong El Niño, “Surveys conducted by the Great Barrier Reef Marine 

Park Authority and Queensland Parks and Wildlife Service have revealed that some sites have suffered 

significant damage (up to 97 percent coral loss) and are down to very low coral cover” (Great Barrier 

Reef Marine Park Authority). The Great Barrier reef is a unique ecosystem housing and supporting 

thousands of marine species; however, as a result of coral bleaching some have been added to the 

endangered species list including several species of whale and sea turtle. Other prominent reefs such 

as the Great Caledonian Reef and the Tubbataha Reef presently show evidence of  potentially 

irreversible coral bleaching.  

The United Nations has been majorly involved in coral reef preservation since 2000, when it 

partnered with the International Coral Reef Initiative (ICRI). The ICRI is an informal organization 

that partners with various organizations outside of the UN to “preserve coral reefs and related 

ecosystems around the world” (ICRI Objectives). The UNEP has been an active participant in this 

organization by establishing a special committee called the Coral Reef Unit (CRU), which helps fund 

initiatives enacted by the ICRI. Additionally, the CRU helps enforce policies pertaining to preserving 

coral reefs, and networks for ICRI to gain more members and support. 

Aside from working with the ICRI on their projects, the CRU has put into action many 

projects of their own that target specific areas in need. In Ninh Hai, Vietnam the CRU is currently 

broadening the spectrum of marine protected area (MPA). Previously in this area, coral reefs were 

subjected to harmful conditions, but now over 1000 hectares of coral and seagrass will be protected 

to ensure no further damage will be sustained.  The UNEP has also made efforts in the area of 

detection in order to monitor the severity of coral bleaching in various countries including Vietnam, 

Philippines, Malaysia, Maldives, and Indonesia. One form of this detection and monitoring is called 
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Green Fins which, “is an innovative conservation initiative for commercial dive centers” (CRU) to 

essentially monitor the progress of recovering coral reefs. Lastly, the CRU has begun working with 

the Global Reef Monitoring Network in the wider Caribbean to collect data and determine coral 

bleaching trends, which can be utilized to predict the impact of future bleaching events. 

All of the data collection and preservation of reefs has been a step in the right direction in 

respect to handling coral bleaching, but an even more notable concept has been that of coral 

agriculture. Coral farming comes in two forms: traditional coral farms in the ocean and land-based 

coral farms. Traditional coral farms are in the ocean and look like small, underwater gardens. Coral 

farming works by taking a small fragment of coral and keeping it in a more controlled environment 

where it can mature and later be implanted back into its original habitat.  

 

Figure 2: “This brain coral normally would take decades to reach such size in the wild. Through microfragmenting, this 
coral was grown by the Mote Marine Laboratory in a matter of months. Photo credit: Coral Vita” (Coral Vita). 
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This method has been proven to be effective, but in some cases traditional coral farms are still 

exposed to some of the same risks as regular reefs, like damaging ocean storms and currents. More 

recently land-based coral farming has been implemented to preserve the growing coral that will 

eventually help the natural reefs (Coral Vita). Land-based coral farming opens the door to a variety of 

technologies which can enhance the variety of coral being grown and the rate at which they mature.  

 

Bloc Positions 

 Coral bleaching is a global issue for all counties, no one benefits as these productive 

ecosystems continue their decline. Although there are no countries specifically trying to contribute to 

the coral bleaching epidemic, not many are taking the appropriate measures to reduce their impact in 

respect to CO2 emissions, over fishing, and shark finning. The blocs involved in this committee tend 

to purely based on proximity to coral reefs, as those countries in direct contact are more significantly 

impacted by coral bleaching. Some of these countries include Australia, Indonesia, the Philippines, the 

Bahamas, and Seychelles. The other bloc consists of countries which are not in direct contact with a 

coral reef but still contribute to their rapid decline; some of these countries include Bangladesh, 

Canada, Germany, Russia, and the United Kingdom. 

 

Countries with Coral Reefs: 

 Countries that house their own coral reefs benefit from them in the many ways listed earlier, 

which include providing a major food and income source. As the reefs dwindle away the people most 

negatively impacted are those who live and work around these reefs. In Indonesia, “Coral bleaching 

is expected to have large impacts on small-scale fishery households because small boats cannot travel 

to distant unaffected areas. Most of the Indonesian fishery sector is considered small or medium scale, 

characterized by non-power or outboard-engine boats” (Chaijaroen,6). Other countries such as 
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Seychelles and Barbados are experiencing similar obstacles as their once pristine reefs show 

increasingly severe signs of mass bleaching. 

 Due to the economic pressure being put on nations with coral reefs, they have begun to take 

actions to increase their income. Shark finning is an easy method to make money fast for these quickly 

declining countries, but they are only adding to the severity of the coral bleaching epidemic, thus 

making their overall situation worse.  For all countries with coral reefs there is no time to waste in 

respect to enacting short term solutions while long term plans are developed to regenerate their coral 

reefs. The solutions they need encompass a wide variety of controversy which is why no real progress 

has been made in most countries. To save the reefs means cutting down on fishing, eradicating shark 

finning, and enforcing laws which limit tourist contact with the coral; all of these actions, while 

environmentally beneficially, simultaneously strip jobs and income opportunities from citizens. All 

countries that are home to coral reefs must strive to find a balance between environmentally 

sustainable changes that can be implemented, and maintaining the wellbeing of their populations. 

 

Countries Without Coral Reefs (Or not dependent on coral reefs): 

 Even though the mass bleaching of coral reefs has altered the global economy, especially in 

respect to the fishing industry, countries without coral reefs are not feeling the effects as much as 

those countries with coral reefs. European countries like Germany, Switzerland, and France are not 

directly dependent on the products of a coral reef, nor do they need coral reefs to maintain their 

infrastructure or attract tourists. As a result, many of these countries are not actively advocating for 

the preservation of coral reefs, or introducing ideas to regenerate them. Despite many of these reef-

less countries being thousands of miles away from coral, they are still greatly contributing to the 

bleaching problem and the hardships of those living in countries who depend on coral reefs.  
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 By having high carbon emissions, and demand for large quantities of fish and shark fins larger 

developed nations are incentivizing the decline of coral reefs. Both China and the United States are 

home to coral reefs, but scarcely depend on them as a primary means of subsistence; countries like 

these hold the future of coral reefs in their hands. If nations who do not have, or do not depend on 

coral reefs are able to limit their somewhat extravagant living style then coral reefs may be able to 

recover from this tragic chain of bleaching events. Additionally, if countries without coral reefs put in 

as much effort to save the existing reefs solution proposals can become better funded and more 

widespread, thus making a more significant change in the overall health of coral reefs. 

 
Committee Mission 

The UNEP strives to produce effective solutions for any environmental disparity facing the 

world, and usually does so effectively. In the wake of the coral bleaching epidemic the UNEP has 

been partnering with many organizations to try and make a difference but is still coming up short. 

Long term solutions have yet to be put in place to not only preserve the remaining coral reefs, but to 

regenerate those that have already gone through the bleaching process. Preservation of existing healthy 

reef systems is crucial step in the recovery process, but even more importantly, innovative ways of 

creating new reefs must be discovered and put into action. These new techniques will be a major 

concern of the UNEP because, “Even if the world could halt global warming now, scientists still 

expect that more than 90 percent of corals will die by 2050. Without drastic intervention, we risk 

losing them all” (Becatoros). 

Although there are many advocating to protect the reefs, no significant improvement is 

evident across the globe. Too many countries have yet to recognize the role they have in destroying 

the reefs, and therefore, have taken no measures to stop them. In this committee, the goal is to create 

sustainable long-term solutions that are applicable on a global scale; the more countries involved in 

the solution, the quicker the reefs can return to their former glory.  
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Short term projects and solutions will also be instrumental tools in combating coral bleaching 

and the UNEP intends to emphasize these in committee. While larger, more permanent projects are 

in the developmental phases, the coral epidemic will not come to a halt. Small scale effort can be the 

difference between 90% of coral reefs being dead in 30 years, or massive reef recovery headlining the 

news in 30 years. It is up to the UNEP to enact real global change to save coral reefs and their 

environment once and for all. 

 

Questions to Consider 

1. How is your country impacted by coral bleaching? Has there been significant evidence for 

there being a negative impact in your country’s environment and or economy as a result of 

coral bleaching? 

2. Has your country contributed to the growing problem of coral bleaching? If so, how? If not, 

how did they in the past? 

3. What are ways that your country can start to make a difference on a national scale in coral 

bleaching? Could this later be applied on an international scale? 

4. How can the UNEP incentivize all countries to partake in the protection and regeneration of 

the coral reefs? 

5. Why has there not been significant improvement in how coral bleaching is handled when we 

are currently experiencing the third major bleaching event? 
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  hurricane season, thus eliminating thousands of dollars in infrastructure damage. This 
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  piece of writing helps to further prove how dependent humans are on coral reefs,  

  therefore giving people more incentive to protect them. 

 
US Department of Commerce, and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. “Are  

Corals Animals or Plants?” NOAA's National Ocean Service, 5 Oct. 2010. 

The NOAA provides a vast amount of information about coral from strictly the biological 

perspective. To understand the mechanics of coral bleaching, one must know what coral is 

and how it functions as a living organism. The information provided from the NOAA will 

help delegates understand how coral bleaching happen based on the biology behind the coral 

itself. 

 
US Department of Commerce, and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. “Corals.”  

Zooxanthellae...What's That - Corals: NOAA's National Ocean Service Education, 1 June 2013. 

In addition to having resources related to coral, the NOAA also has specific information 

about the symbiotic relationship between coral and algae. Through years of research and 

compiled data the NOAA breaks down how coral is dependant on algae, and how the algae 

is related to coral bleaching in their online database. This focused analysis of the symbiotic 

relationship is helpful for understanding the chain of events leading up to a coral bleaching 

epidemic, like the current one. 

 
Zimmerman, Kim Ann. “Great Barrier Reef.” Live Science , 14 Sept. 2012. 

 Zimmerman’s article draws attention to the extreme amounts of tourism around coral 

  reefs, and how tourism can negatively impact the fragile ecosystem. In her writing 

 Zimmerman focuses mainly on the Great Barrier Reef. Upon further inspection it is 

 evident tourism is a blessing and a curse for countries containing coral reefs; while 
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 humans need the economic support, the coral reefs can no longer withstand the excessive 

  amounts of human contact without beginning to deteriorate. 
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Topic B: Air Pollution 

Introduction 

Air pollution has been a threat to human and environmental health since the start of the 

Industrial Revolution in the 18th century. Air pollution is defined as, “the presence of chemicals or 

compounds in the air which are usually not present and which lower the quality of the air or cause 

detrimental changes to the quality of life” (Pollution Guide). This harmful phenomenon is caused by 

the burning of fossil fuels such as coal, oil, natural gas, or petroleum which release toxins into the air. 

Fossil fuels are often burned to produce energy that powers vehicles, homes, and factories all 

around the world. Air pollution is especially high in industrial nations where fossil fuels are burned 

constantly, and in large quantities. This causes toxins such as VOCs (Volatile Organic Compounds) 

and PAHs (Polycyclic Aromatic Hydrocarbons) to build up in the atmosphere. The earth’s atmosphere 

naturally consists of approximately 78% nitrogen and 21% oxygen; as toxins are incorporated into the 

air by burning fossil fuels this delicate balance can be altered resulting in devastating damage to the 

ozone layer, plants, animals, and humans. 

The level of air pollution in an area can be quantified by the level of fine particle matter in the 

air (PM2.5), the higher the PM2.5 the unhealthier the air. In recent years, these numbers have been 

largest in Northern Africa, The Middle East, and East Asia where industrialized growth has been 

increasing at a steady rate. This increase in industrialization has raised the level of air pollution, even 

creating smog in some areas. Smog is a thick mixture of atmospheric pollutants that not only limits 

visibility but can endanger those who inhale it. “In March, the World Health Organization estimated 

that air pollution was responsible for 7 million premature deaths in 2012. That’s one out of every eight 

total deaths in the world. Air quality has gotten worse over the last decade, and for more people” 

(Environmental Performance Index). Smog has also been known to create chronic respiratory issues 

such as asthma and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD). 



UCMUN 2018 United Nations Environment Programme 

In addition to negatively impacting human health, air pollution has proven to be increasingly 

detrimental to the environment. Plants, animals, and water supplies have all suffered in the wake of 

this global air pollution epidemic. The constant change in atmospheric composition leads to an 

unsteady environment. Despite the countless technological advances in renewable energy, most 

developing countries remain almost completely dependent on fossil fuels as their energy source. Fossil 

fuels are cheaper and require little to no maintenance. This quick and easy method of energy 

production has put the environment at severe risk. 

 

History and Description of Issue 

         Air pollution became an issue when the Industrial Revolution began, a revolution that was 

fueled primarily by the burning of coal and oil. “The Industrial Revolution was a period of major 

changes in the way products are made” (McLamb); previously most goods were handmade, but 

industrialization introduced the technique of mass production which emphasized the use of 

interchangeable parts. These parts were made by fuel burning machines and sold in the thousands. 

The world soon became dependent on this new way of life. Fossil fuels were the backbone of a 

successful economy, and it was not until nearly 200 years later in the 1970s people recognized the 

harm that was being done to the environment (McLamb). 

         For hundreds of years nonrenewable energy was the only source of energy that was easily 

accessible, which slowly took its toll on the environment. When a fossil fuel is burned “The hydrogen 

reacts with oxygen to produce H2O, or water. The carbon produces a lot of CO2 (carbon dioxide) 

and some CO (carbon monoxide) as well. Sulfur and nitrogen also combine with oxygen, producing 

sulfur oxides and nitrogen oxides. Some heavy metals and other pollutants are simply released into 

the air” (Isaiah David). These chemicals being released into the air are the root of many environmental 

problems facing the world today, they even lend their hand in global climate change. 
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         Acid rain is one of the most prominent and widespread effects of air pollution. Acid rain is a 

product of the air reacting with sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides, these substances dissolve into the 

precipitation and can be carried hundreds of miles away from where they are produced. When acid 

rain falls aquatic environments are the most adversely impacted. The pH of any water acid 

precipitation falls into is lowered, “Acid rain makes waters acidic, and causes them to absorb the 

aluminum that makes its way from soil into lakes and streams. This combination makes waters toxic 

to crayfish, clams, fish, and other aquatic animals” (Images). In addition to damaging fragile aquatic 

ecosystems acid rain has been known to damage crops, even causing them to fail. Soil, like water, can 

be too acidic to support life; acid rain can make agricultural land miles away from an industrial area 

too acidic to be successful. As the world continues to pollute the air the environment only continues 

to deteriorate from an excess of acid rain 

         Air pollution is also one of the main suppliers of greenhouse gases which cause the global 

temperature to rise. Some greenhouse gases occur naturally and help to maintain the earth’s habitable 

temperature, but with an excess of these gases the earth climate has begun to change. The greenhouse 

effect is the phenomenon, which allows the sun's light to penetrate these gases in the atmosphere 

while trapping the heat that is reflected off the earth’s surface. “Greenhouse gas emissions increased 

70 percent between 1970 and 2004. Emissions of CO2, the most important greenhouse gas, rose by 

about 80 percent during that time. The amount of CO2 in the atmosphere today far exceeds the 

natural range seen over the last 650,000 years” (National Geographic Society). The UNEP must 

encourage the use of renewable energy sources to ensure these emissions do not increase more in the 

coming years. 
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.  

Figure 3: “Pulp mill smokestacks belch smoke above clouds near Eureka, California. When fossil fuels such as coal are 
burned for energy, huge amounts of carbon dioxide are released into the Earth's atmosphere, intensifying the 

greenhouse effect” (National Geographic). 
Photograph by James P. Blair 

 
 
 Current Status 

         Renewable energy has been around long before the utilization of fossil fuels in the industrial 

revolution in the forms of animal and water power. For many years fossil fuels have been relied on as 

a main source of energy which has since caused severe damage to the environment, but recently there 

has been an increased interest in “clean energy”. Clean energy is energy which does not negatively 

impact the environment, another term for renewable energy sources. 

         Many countries have begun to take action in combating the use of fossil fuels by incentivizing 

solar panels and installing wind turbines to power cities rather than oil and coal. The best example of 
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this progress can be seen in Sweden where they remain far below global averages in respect to both 

carbon emissions and oil consumption, “In 1970, oil accounted for more than 75 percent of Swedish 

energy supplies; today, the figure is around 20 per cent, chiefly due to the declining use of oil for 

residential heating” (Energy use in Sweden). Sweden was able to accomplish this significant decrease 

in oil use, along with the use of other fossil fuels, by mainstreaming technologies such as hydroelectric 

power plants and wind turbines. 

Hydroelectric power (HEP) is, “Electricity that is generated by the passage of water through 

a turbine, usually at a dam. Traditional HEP schemes make use of natural slopes and topography to 

create a head of water” (Park). By using the natural flow of water HEP essentially gives all the 

profitable energy fossil fuels provide but without doing harm to any aspect of the environment. Wind 

turbines work in a similar fashion to generate electricity. By harvesting wind power in the large 

turbines, a relatively slow movement can be transformed into an immense amount of electricity by the 

gear system within the base, which can be stored for future use. 

         Although, “by 2013, 28 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions came from China, 

according to data from the Global Carbon Project” (Hope), the country has the most impressive 

initiatives on renewable energy to decrease air pollution. China has vowed to not only shut down over 

100 of their existing coal mines, but has already surpassed their 2020 goal of producing 210 GW of 

energy with wind turbines (Froese). These 210 GW of power were previously produced by dangerous 

fossil fuels; China has a long way to go to be completely sustainable in respect to energy production, 

but they are large steps in the right direction. France has also been a front runner in the race to be a 

sustainable and energy efficient country. By launching the project FLOATGEN France has been able 

to produce clean energy with wind turbines 22 miles of their main coast (FLOATGEN). 
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Figure 4: Wind turbines on the north shore of Aruba. 

 

         In recent years the emphasis on energy efficiency, getting more productivity from less energy, 

has also been a beneficial development in reducing air pollution. Any tactic which decreases the 

burning of fossil fuels is one which is ultimately lowering the amount of harmful pollutants being 

released into the air. Energy efficiency has made the most significant difference in the heating and 

cooling industry. In the United States “Heating and cooling buildings uses a lot of energy — about 43 

percent of all energy use” (EPA), by insulating buildings and sealing doors and windows this number 

has been slowly decreasing. 

 Despite all of these amazing advancements there are still severe air pollution problems facing 

the world. In newly industrializing nations and cities where utilizing renewable energy is not an option, 
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smog has taken over. Visibility is at an all-time low in these cities and citizens wear face masks out of 

fear of polluting their lungs with the same particles overpowering the air they breathe. In 2014 a study 

was performed in a collection of 155 Chinese cities to test if the air pollution concentrated exceeded 

World Health Organization (WHO) limits, and the results surpassed any and all reasonable standards: 

High daily levels of four-contaminant mixtures of PM2.5, PM10, SO2 and O3 and PM2.5, 

PM10, SO2 and NO2 occurred on up to 110 days in 2014 in many cities, mainly in Shandong 

and Hebei Provinces. High daily levels of PM2.5, PM10 and SO2 occurred on over 146 days 

in 110 cities, mainly in east and central China. High daily levels of mixtures of PM2.5 and 

PM10, PM2.5 and SO2, and PM10 and SO2 occurred on over 146 days in 145 cities, mainly 

in east China. (Han) 

Essentially, for approximately ⅓ of the year over 100 cities had more air contamination than is healthy 

for human and environmental health. 

 Other cities which are only becoming industrialized in more recent years include Dhaka, 

Bangladesh and Ahwaz, Iran where air pollution is seemingly destroying surrounding ecosystems. The 

Air Quality Index (AQI) ranges from 1-500 where any rating below 50 is an area with healthy air 

quality, anything above 300 is seriously hazardous; at one point in time Dhaka’s air quality broke the 

scale and scored a 608 on the AQI and is now resting just below 400 (Dhaka Tribune). There has been 

significant damage to aquatic environments because the air is so saturated with pollutants that the 

water has started to absorb them, thus impacting drinking water and the homes of hundreds of aquatic 

species. 
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Figure 5: Smog in Dhaka tends to reduce visibility drastically. (Dhaka Tribune) 

 

Bloc Positions 

 The previous 10-20 years have proven most of the world agrees that air pollution is a serious 

problem that must be eradicated. As previously stated a large portion of air pollution comes from 

burning fossil fuels in the production industry. The world’s biggest polluters are also the world’s 

biggest producers. Additionally, newly developing countries are continuing to increase their air 

pollution each year due to their lack of money to install renewable power plants, whereas the US and 

China are slowly decreasing their amount of air pollution because they are fully developed nations 

with money to spare for environmentally friendly power. 

 

Developing countries with air pollution 

 India is amongst the world’s largest manufacturing countries with an equally large population. 

The amount of air pollution caused by factories and automobiles in India is almost unparalleled on 

the global scale. Their ever-growing population and rapid urbanization has caused most of this 
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pollution, yet they have little money to better their situation. Many Indians earn money at one of, 

“over three million small-scale units that account for 40% of the total industrial output in the country” 

(Jacobson) which not only produce air pollution, but pay unreasonably low wages. India has not yet 

been able implement methods of reducing their pollution output because fossil fuels are cheaper for 

sustaining such a massive population, which is a devastating blow to the environment. 

 In order for developing countries to survive they must do whatever it takes to remain 

economically stable and promote economic growth. Sub-Saharan African countries depend on their 

natural resources as a source of revenue, which largely consist of oil and other fossil fuels, “Nigeria to 

maintain its current economic growth path and sustain its drive for poverty reduction, oil exploration 

and production will continue to be a dominant economic activity. This is also the case with a number 

of other developing countries” (Omoju). Without burning and selling fossil fuels people in developing 

countries will continue to live in poverty, but if pollution rates cease to fall ecosystems worldwide are 

in grave danger. Developing countries require a method of clean industrialization at a fraction of the 

current cost in order to grow and thrive. 

 

Developed Countries with Air Pollution 

 The United States is a fully developed nation that is guilty of worsening global air quality as a 

result of burning unnecessary amounts of fossil fuels. Motor vehicles, heated homes, and large 

factories are to blame for air pollution in the US in the past century. In the 1960s and 70s air pollution 

climbed to unsuitable conditions and the Clean Air Act was passed. Since 1963 multiple amendments 

have been added to maintain the effectiveness of the act and improve air quality (US Legal Inc.). 

Despite passing legislation and improving production methods the US is still one of the world’s leading 

polluters. The US has many more opportunities to eliminate air pollution than developing nations; 
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developed nations with copious amounts of air pollution should find ways to implement more 

effective methods of reducing air pollution because they have access to ample resources to do so. 

 

Committee Mission 

         The UNEP has a responsibility to work towards a future with cleaner air for the sake of the 

environment and all of those who rely on it. Even with many resources for clean and renewable energy 

available to countries with the highest levels of air pollutions there has not been significant enough 

improvement to ensure a pollution free future. 

         Many countries like Sweden, Germany, China, and Canada have worked hard become a model 

of what the future of energy could be. Their consistent implementation of clean energy technologies 

and drive to become less polluted countries has produced very positive results in the past ten years. 

Despite having a handful of exemplary countries, the world as a whole is still being cripples due to the 

damage done by air pollution. 

         In this committee of the UNEP the delegates must be able to formulate air pollution initiatives 

which can be used in all countries and make significant impact in a short period of time. These plans 

of action must be equally applicable to developing nations with few resources and fully developed 

countries because air pollution is a problem that does not discriminate; air pollution affects all places. 

  

Questions to Consider 

1. Why has your country not fully transitioned to renewable energy? How do they benefit from 

fossil fuels? 

2. How has air pollution impacted your country? 

3. Has your country been improving their role in respect to air pollution or continued a 

downward trend? How/Why? 
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4. How can reducing air pollution be further incentivized and accessible to all countries? 

5. How does the economic status of your country relate to its regulation of air pollution? 
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