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Letter from the Head Chair 

Dear Delegates,  

My name is Margaret Cooper, and I am currently a second year at the University of 

California, Davis studying Environmental Science Management with a Spanish minor. 

I have been actively involved in Model United Nations since high school at Los Alamitos 

High, in Southern California. In my time at UC Davis Model United Nations, I have been a 

diligent member of our secretariat, including Co-Under Secretary General of Public Relations 

and Director General of AggieMUN III, our collegiate conference. I am very honored to be your 

Head Chair for the United Nations Environmental Programme. I am extremely passionate about 

environmental science, especially the policy aspect. I believe that implementing policies is one 

of the best ways to address the growing environmental crisis that is occurring around the world.   

Our two topics, Marine Litter and Microplastics Pollution and Invasive Species Affecting 

Biodiversity are both very relevant and important to me. Growing up, I have always lived within 

10 minutes of the ocean. Therefore, ocean pollutants were normalities in my life. It was common 

for me to walk along the beach and see washed up plastics along the shore. Last summer, I 

witnessed a sea turtle entangled in plastic on our beach. Marine litter and microplastic pollution 

are a large concern for many environmentalists due to the negative effects they have on marine 

life. Topic 2, Invasive Species Affecting Biodiversity, is what lead me to declare my major as 

environmental science. I began studying the effects of invasive species and nonnative species 

almost three years ago when I learned the negative impact that these species can have on local 

ecology.   
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I am looking forward to hearing the solutions and positions you as delegates have to 

present to the floor. These topics are issues that are both very current and need to be resolved at 

an international level. I am looking to hear unique but practical solutions to these very relevant 

problems. 

If you have any questions, comments, or concerns, please feel free to email me at 

dmunc.unep@davismun.org.  

 

Best,  

Margaret Cooper 
Head Chair, UNEP, DMUNC XV 
dmunc.unep@davismun.org   
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Topic 1: Invasive Species Affecting Biodiversity 

Introduction  

Invasive species have both helped and hurt natural environments and ecosystems. 

Through the introduction of invasive species, many European nations were able to grow 

potatoes, corn, and other crops due to the Great Exchange. Many of the western bees were once 

invasive species, but now they help pollinate 75% of our crops. However, invasive species pose a 

threat to endemic and native species. Many invasive species take over native species since a 

characterization of an invasive species is usually their broad niche that allows them to out-

compete the native species. This can lead to many environmental issues and cause the ecosystem 

to change if there is a loss of native species that was perhaps even a keystone species. 

 These invasive species disrupt natural ecosystems and cause a decline in biodiversity. 

Biodiversity is important since it increases ecosystem productivity. Biodiversity also provides 

variety which is necessary in order to avoid genetic bottlenecking. Through the introduction of 

invasive species, it causes there to be a decrease in genetic diversity. In the Earth Summit of 

1992, it was decided by 150 meeting nations that there six necessary reasons biodiversity is 

important; this includes: insurance, aesthetics, providing natural functions, moral reasons, 

ecosystem services, and continuance of the evolutionary process. However, invasive species 

have become more apparent as it is more accessible for people to travel and relocate species. 

Therefore, there are more invasive species affecting our natural ecosystems.   
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Invasive Species  

As defined by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), “an invasive 

species is defined as a species that has become naturalized in a new ecosystem and causes (or 

have the potential to cause) harm to biodiversity, the environment, economics and/or human 

health” (IUCN 2009).  They are also defined as “species, native to one area or region, that have 

been introduced into an area outside their normal distribution, either by accident or on purpose, 

and which have colonized or invaded their new home, threatening biological diversity, 

ecosystems and habitats, and human well-being” (Chenje et al).  

Invasive species can be identified as fast growing, broad niche, high resistance, lack of 

predators, many offspring, and adaptive (UNEP). Due to these common properties amongst 

invasive species, they can compete with the native species for natural resources, and therefore 

cause a decrease in biodiversity. Furthermore, invasive species can alter and degrade the natural 

ecosystem. It is common for the introduction of invasive species to lead to irreversible effects 

(Chenje et al.).  However, when an introduced species integrates into the new ecosystem, it is 

naturalization rather than invasion (UNEP).   

Biofuel: Biofuels are composed of living matter and are generated from many feedstocks 

that have a high biomass. However, many of these attractive plant species for biofuel are also 

invasive species. Biofuels are a sustainable energy source and are an environmentally friendly 

alternative to fossil fuels. The benefit of using biofuels is a decrease in dependency on 

nonrenewable energy sources. Despite the advantages of using biofuels, the increase in crop 

production could threaten the environment due to the invasive nature of biofuel crops. It is 

necessary to take into account the potential benefits of potentially invasive biofuel crops in 

relation to potential harm they could cause to the economy and ecosystem. (UNEP) 
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 A plant, Prosopis, has nitrogen fixation and increase soil fertility properties. Therefore, 

this species is attractive as fuelwood, fodder, and shade. Prosopis is native to Central and South 

America but was introduced to Asia, Australia, and dryland Africa. However, once they realized 

Prosopis had invasive plant characteristics, it was no longer managed. Due to the lack of upkeep 

and poor management, Prosopis has enveloped multitudes of hectares and destroyed the native 

ecosystem by out-competing the native species for resources. Prosopis constructs a large thicket, 

thus, causing it difficult to remove. A possible strategy to eliminate prosopis could be harvesting 

for biofuels (UNEP). 

 Another example is the Tasmanian blue gum eucalyptus tree, originating from Australia, 

that was introduced in California as an ornamental plant. These eucalyptus trees have disrupted 

the natural ecosystem by outcompeting native plants, such as California Scrub Oak and Bay 

Trees. Therefore, many native bird species have adapted to nest in eucalyptus trees, therefore, 

making the removal process unsuccessful. Furthermore, eucalyptus trees are highly flammable 

thus increasing the fire risk in California; continuing the desire to remove these invasives. 

However, it takes approximately ten years to eradicate eucalyptus with intense management; 

many previous removal attempts have led to regrowth. (Gross, 2013)   

 

Invasive Bird Species  

 Birds are involved in seed dispersal for many plant species; it was observed in Hawaii that 37% 

of the dominant weed species were spread via birds. Therefore, birds and other seed dispersal 

mechanisms can be responsible for the further expansion of invasive species.  An example of an 

invasive bird species is the House Sparrow, originally native to the Middle East but has now 

infested Europe, Asia, North, South and Central America, Africa, Australia, and New Zealand. 
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The House Sparrow is considered invasive because it has out-competed the native species for 

nesting grounds, displaced native bird species, destroyed crops, and carried harmful diseases. To 

combat the introduction of the House Sparrow and try to eradicate them, Mauritius, as well as 

other nations, have tested some of the following methods: mist netting, trapping, nest 

destruction, poisoning, and shooting.  (CABI 2012)   

 

Invasive Plant Species  

 Invasive plant species are problematic since they can quickly establish themselves in an 

environment and outcompete native species for resources. A relevant case study is the Hawaiian 

Sea Grape, originating from Hawaii, has been introduced through landscaping in the Bahamas in 

order to prevent erosion of the coastline. However, the introduction has caused harm to the 

native ecosystem, through out-competing Mangroves, Sea Outs, and other native plants to the 

Bahamas (Davis et al. 2012). However, in the Caribbean, the common bamboo was introduced 

which is now become a valuable resource for domestic, eco-tourism, construction, and farming 

uses. The common bamboo has characteristics of invasive species since it rapidly occupies a 

native landscape. However, it benefits the Caribbean (CABI 2012).   

Invasive species are not limited to those listed above; there are also aquatic invaders, 

four-legged invaders, that cause destruction to native environments that need to be considered. 

 

Biodiversity   

The United Nations Environmental Programme has been involved with biodiversity for 

over 30 years. The UNEP has been working in conjunction with the Convention on Biological 

Diversity (CBD) and Global Environment Facility (GEF). UNEP  has been working to further 
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identify and develop methods to conserve biodiversity in a sustainable manner with funding 

provided by the GEF. (UNEP) 

In Africa, invasive species have been the cause of biodiversity loss; this is problematic 

since biodiversity is essential for ecosystems to properly function. This is due to invasive species 

causing changes to the environment and ecosystem services, including flood control, erosion 

control, nutrient recycling, etc. (Chenje et al.). A changing ecosystem through the introduction of 

invasive species can be a loss of endemic, native, and island species which results in a decrease 

in biodiversity. Biodiversity allows environments to be less susceptible to disease, have more 

genetic variation, and increases sustainability and development.  

 

UN Involvement  

United Nations System Wide Earthwatch is a program established by the UNEP in 1973 

to monitor and assess environmental activities within the UN. Their mission statement is, "the 

mission of the UN system-wide Earthwatch is to coordinate, harmonize and integrate observing, 

assessment and reporting activities across the UN system in order to provide environmental and 

appropriate socio-economic information for national and international decision-making on 

sustainable development and early warning of emerging problems requiring international 

action..." (earthwatch). United Nations System Wide Earthwatch contains bodies that contribute 

to the effort to eradicate invasive species and research developing information regarding the 

negative effects of the presence of invasive species. These organizations include: 

• Convention on Biological Diversity: The convention stated, “[that] each Contracting 

Party shall, as far as possible and as appropriate, … prevent the introduction of, control or 
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eradicate those alien species which threaten ecosystems, habitats or species…" 

(EWWP7/3).  

• The Subsidiary Body on Scientific, Technical, and Technological Advice (SBSTTA): 

This body is within the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), they "noted that there 

is an urgent need to address the impact of invasive alien species" (EWWP7/3). 

• Invasive Species Specialist Group (ISSG): ISSG is comprised of 146 scientists and policy 

experts ranging from 41 different countries; “the group's activities focus primarily on 

invasive species that cause biodiversity loss, with particular attention to those that 

threaten oceanic islands."   Their goal is to decrease the harmful effect of invasive species 

on native ecosystems through educating on ways to prevent the introduction and 

eradication of invasive species. (EWWP7/3)  

• Global Invasive Species Program (GISP): GISP “hopes to assemble the best information 

and approaches for prevention and management [of invasive species], to disseminate 

them in the form of databases, manuals and capacity-building training programs to 

governments and communities, and to lay the groundwork for new tools in science, 

information management, education, and policy that must be developed through 

collaborative international action.” (EWWP7/3)  

• UNESCO, an organized body within the UN, has also proposed to “strengthen the legal 

framework to effectively address aquatic invasive species” at the Rio + 20 conference 

that occurred in 2012. The Rio+20 conference aimed to decrease the rate of introduction 

of invasive species by using new technology and international response. (UNESCO) 
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Possible Solutions  

Prevention  

To prevent the introduction of invasive species, it is necessary to target the trade of invasive 

species at an international level. The Green Customs Initiative (GCI) created by the UNEP and 

WCO "aims to prevent the illegal environmental trade"(CABI 2012). To avoid the trade of 

invasive species, it is necessary to compile a database of invasive species that cannot be traded 

and invest in infrastructure to monitor the species that are traded. Another important aspect of 

prevention is the increase in education on which species are detrimental to an environment and 

show signs of the invasive species characteristics. 

 

Eradication  

For eradication to be successful, invasive species must be detected at an early stage as well as 

have a follow-up treatment. Eradication methods require a lot of time and energy in order to 

prevent the species from returning to the affected region. There are some invasive species that 

cannot be eradicated. Therefore, other solutions would be necessary for the Casuarina tree and 

many aquatic invaders. (CABI 2012) Eradication can also be very expensive and negatively 

affect the socioeconomic status of the nations where eradication is necessary in order to preserve 

the natural ecosystem.  Eradication includes chemical, biological, and manual methods. 

 

Management of Invasive Alien Species  

This includes containment and control of invasive species. Once invasive species have 

established themselves in an environment and been identified as harmful, it is necessary to keep 

them contained to that region. It is important that nations determine thresholds for each invasive 
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species and keep them at that level of acceptance in order to avoid further degradation of their 

natural environment. (CABI 2012)  

 

Questions to Consider  

1. Are there positive effects of invasive species?  

2. Why is it so difficult to eradicate invasive species?  

3. How do invasive species affect your nation’s economy, ecosystem, and livelihood?  

4. Do invasive species disrupt or help local economies and industries?  

5. Is it better to focus on protecting biodiversity hotspots?  

6. What is a biodiversity hotspot?  

7. Why is biodiversity important?  

8. How do invasive species affect biodiversity?  

9. Why is this an international problem?  

10. What are the ecological impacts of the introduction of invasive species?  

11. Why weren’t previous UN proposals effective in halting introduction of invasive species?  
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Topic 2: Marine debris and Microplastics Pollution 

Introduction 

Our oceans cover 71% of our Earth and contain 97% of Earth’s water as well as 99% of 

living space. However, these statistics do not prevent ocean pollution from occurring due to poor 

infrastructure, the lack of waste management, our increased use of plastics, and human activity. 

Marine debris has become an international problem due to ocean pollution, including 

microplastics, posing a threat to the environment, economy, and health of people.  

One of the main issues with plastic in the marine environment is that it is multifaceted. 

Most of the time, the origin of plastics in the ocean is unknown; however, due to ocean currents, 

the plastics accumulate far from the start point causing plastics to be found all over the world, 

regardless of what nation the debris has it's origin. Therefore, since oceans cover 71% of our 

planet, it has become a global issue. 

Some of the main themes that will be covered on this topic are microplastics, such as 

microbeads, marine gyres that lead to plastic accumulation, Midway Atoll Island, and how these 

all affect the environment, economy, health, and livelihoods. 

 

Current Situation  

 It is projected that by 2050 there will be more plastic than fish in our oceans (Monks, 2016). 

Currently, each year there is approximately ten to twenty million tons of plastic infiltrating our 

oceans (Gourmelon, 2015); due to the mobility of the ocean through tides and gyres (circling 

currents), plastics wash up in places far from their point source. These circling currents, known 

as gyres, are what caused the infamous area, Great Pacific Garbage Patch; however, there are 

garbage patches all around the world. These garbage patches are known for the small 
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microplastics, including microbeads or broken down plastic pieces. These plastics contain toxic 

chemicals, and due to their small nature, are then mistaken for food particles, commonly ingested 

by marine wildlife. Microplastics pose a huge threat since they accumulate in large areas and 

therefore require a difficult cleanup. There is an estimated amount of 268,940 tons of plastics in 

our oceans (Gourmelon, 2015). The plastics that threaten our current marine ecosystems are 

difficult to trace back to the main point of pollution, therefore causing issues in cleanup and 

prevention of plastics.   

 

History  

 Large scale plastic production began in the 1950s, and since then production has 

increased at an exponential rate. In 2015, global plastic production reached 322 million tons 

(plasticseurope, 2015). Synthetic plastics, first discovered in 1930, are nonbiodegradable, 

therefore causing one of the largest problems (Knight 2014).  

 Plastic consumption has continued to increase ever since production began in the early 1950s. 

Plastics are used in many industries in varying forms, for example, around 40% of plastic 

production is used solely for plastic packaging (UNEP, 2016).   

 

Microplastics  

 "Microplastics are routinely defined as small particles or fragments of plastic measuring less 

than 5 mm in diameter" (UNEP, 2016). Specifically, in current time, microbeads are a large 

ocean pollutant due to their inability to be filtered by wastewater treatment processes. They are 

problematic due to their chemical toxins that have the potential to bioaccumulate and affect the 

organisms within the marine ecosystems (Rochman, 2015). "Microplastics can cause cellular 
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necrosis which is inflammation... and lacerations in the digestive tract as well as cause liver 

toxicity and disrupt the endocrine system" (Rochman, 2015). Therefore, as of 2015, 62 NGOs 

and 31 nations are in support of the microbead ban.  
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The figure 5.2 (above), presents probable sources of microplastic pollution in our marine 

environments. The portion of microplastics entering the ocean is currently unknown (unep, 

2016). However, there are known potential sources of these harmful plastics. Currently, there is a 

large concern over the microbeads that are found in many cosmetic and health-related products, 

although, according to the figure below they are at a medium of relative importance. Therefore, 

food and drink and the tourism industry may pose a larger threat to our marine environment than 

microbeads. 

 

Marine Litter  

Marine litter is defined as “any persistent, manufactured or processed solid material 

discarded, disposed of, or abandoned in the marine and coastal environment” (UNEP, 2005). 

This includes different varieties of plastics, metals, and glass. The below figure, 5.1, displays the 

possible origins of marine litter in our oceans. The figure below is plastic-specific, therefore, the 

relative importance is only taking microplastics into account, however, this does not discount 

other pollutants as problematic. In regards to the figure below, it is important to consider their 

entry points.   
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UN Involvement  

The London Convention  

The London Convention (LC ‘72) took place in 1972 and resulted in an agreement 

specifically targeting marine pollution by dumping. In 1996, the 1996 Protocol to the Convention 

on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and Other Matter, 1972 

superseded the original LC ‘72 agreement. The protocol of 1996 is more inclusive, restrictive 

and detailed on striving to protect the marine environment.   

 

The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea  

The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea is a convention that occurred on 

December 10th 1982 in Montego Bay, Jamaica. This agreement outlines the expectations for the 

management of marine ecosystems for nations, particularly concerning the protection of the 
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marine environment. It was encouraged at the Convention for nations to place their own 

measures for anti-pollution. However, it was stated that all nations have a fundamental obligation 

to protect and preserve their marine environment. At the Convention, they identified six main 

sources of ocean pollution: 

1. Land-based and coastal activities 

2. Continental shelf drilling  

3. Potential seabed mining  

4. Ocean dumping  

5. Vessel-source pollution 

6. Pollution from or through the atmosphere  

Note that it is difficult to pinpoint the pollution source due to ocean currents, tidal cycles, and 

other externalities that influence the dispersion of marine litter. Through these main origins of 

ocean pollution, 80% of marine pollutants originate from land-based activities.  

 

Global Programme of Action for the Protection of the Marine Environment from Land-Based 

Activities (GPA) 

The GPA, declared by 108 nations, was created in 1995 in order to address the negative 

effects that land-based activities have on the marine environment. The GPA is currently in 

partnership with the Global Partnership on Nutrient Management (GPNM), the Global 

Partnership on Marine Litter (GPML) and the Global Wastewater Initiative (GWI) in order to 

approach nutrients management, marine litter, and wastewater (GPA 2014).  

 



Davis	Model	United	Nations	Conference	XV	
			May	20,	2017	-		May	21,	2017	

	

 18	

Possible Solutions  

To combat the rising issue of microbeads, there is an international campaign "Beat the 

Microbead," sponsored by the United Nations Environmental Programme and supported by 38 

nations. The "Beat the Microbead” campaign calls for a worldwide ban on microplastics, 

including microplastic ingredients, which they define as “any plastic ingredient of 5 mm or less” 

(beat the microbead, 2017).  

 Marine litter is being addressed at both a regional, national and international level. To combat 

this issue, it is more effective to take preventative measures opposed to remedial action. One of 

the main concerns regarding implementation of legislation and regulation is enforcement. One of 

the solutions at the regional level is the ongoing Regional Seas Programme of the UNEP (RSP) 

which encourages sustainable management of coastal communities (Jeftic et al., 2009). There is 

more information on possible and current solutions to marine litter in Marine Litter: A Global 

Challenge.  

 Possible solutions can include encouraging better waste management, furthering the 

reduce, reuse, and recycle movement and an increase in awareness campaigns. In accordance 

with prevention programs, it is necessary to address solutions in order to clean up current marine 

pollution. It is important for nations to cooperate at a regional, national, and international level in 

order to solve the issue of marine debris. 
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Major blocs 

Western  

The bodies of water affected include the Pacific Ocean, the Gulf of Mexico, and the Atlantic 

Ocean. One of the main rivers that can lead to pollutants being deposits is the Mississippi River 

in the United States which drains into the Gulf of Mexico. Midway Atoll Island, a territory of the 

United States, is known for its vast amount of plastic engulfing the surrounding waters and 

beaches (Thompson 2016). Every year, Midway has 5 tons of plastic carried by birds to its 

island. However, this is not unique just to a Western Island but also to many other islands around 

the globe.   

 

Latin  

Central and South America acknowledge that land-based activities contribute to a high amount 

of plastic waste. Latin American nations border both the Atlantic Ocean, the Caribbean, and as 

well as the Pacific Ocean. It was found that water is returned to its source, usually rivers, without 

treatment through a study administered by the World Bank (Flint, 2014). 

 

Africa  

The large growth of coastal tourism is increasing pollution. The tourism industry utilizes a lot of 

plastics and contributes a high amount of plastic waste into the oceans. Due to an increase in 

development along with a lack of waste management and infrastructure, Africa has seen more 

plastic accumulation, especially along their beaches (timeslive, 2016).  There are many bodies of 

water that connect to major oceans; to the north of Africa is the Mediterranean Sea, to the east is 

the Indian Ocean and the Atlantic Ocean to the west. 
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Asia 

The majority of plastic pollution entering our oceans, around 60%, comes from multiple nations 

located in Asia including China, Indonesia, the Philippines, Thailand, and Vietnam. This is due 

to rapid social economic growth which is leading to an increase in plastic consumption. 

Therefore, due to the lack of current management practices and infrastructure to maintain the 

waste, there has been an excess release into our oceans (ecowatch, 2015).  

 

Questions to Consider  

1. What are the positives and negatives to plastic alternatives?  

2. Are there initiatives to cleaning up the oceans?  

3. Should all nations ban microplastics?  

4. Are there plausible plastic alternatives?  

5. What are some effective solutions to clean up marine litter/microplastics?  

6. Does your country have any waterways that connect to a marine environment?  

7. How is your nation affected by marine pollutants?  

8. What are possible solutions to solving the issues of microplastics and marine litter in the 

environment?  

9. What is the definition of biodegradable?  
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