
 

 

Forum:  First Sustainable Development Commission  

Issue: Reducing the number of deaths and illnesses from hazardous 

chemicals, pollution and contamination 

Student Officer: Rhea Kapur 

Position:  Deputy President 

Introduction 

 Since the Industrial Revolution, the world has seen an increase in the number of 

pollutants contaminating the earth's water, air and land. Besides having negative impacts on the 

environment, the constant pollution of the planet has also harmed human health. There are 

various illnesses that come along with this contamination and this is one of the issues the UN 

sustainable development goals aim to put an end to. More specifically, this issue pertains to the 

following goals: good health and wellbeing (goal 3), clean water and sanitation (goal 6), 

affordable and clean energy (goal 7), life below water (goal 14), and life on land (goal 15).  

In the past century, there have been many examples of how dangerous this issue is. The 

effect of hazardous chemicals, pollution, and contamination on human health are shown through 

the situation of Flint Michigan. In order to save money, the city switched their water system from 

the Detroit system to the Flint River. Poor treatment of this water and less than stellar pipes 

allowed for the contamination of Flint, Michigan’s water by lead. This primarily harmed children 

under 5 years old who were most vulnerable to the effects of the contamination but the city also 

saw a spike in Legionnaires disease with 87 with cases reported from 2014-2015 and 12 deaths 

as a result.  

In Shanghai, the impact of air pollution has been very significant on the health of those 

living there. Although it was previously reported that the effects of the air pollution weren’t even 

as insignificant on a person’s health as smoking one cigarette a day, in 2013 the World Health 

Organization (WHO) stated that air pollution is, in fact, carcinogenic and can have the same 

effect as smoking cigarettes in excess. There are also a plethora of diseases that are linked to 

air pollution, contamination of water, and contact with toxins such as lead and mercury. 

Therefore, it is absolutely crucial to the question of reducing the number of deaths and illnesses 

from hazardous chemicals, pollution and contamination are resolved. 

 



 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Air Pollution 

 

Air pollution refers to the excessive release of harmful substances into the atmosphere that 

leads to harmful effects on the environment. Pollutants that affect the air can include 

particulates and certain gases.  

 

Hazardous Chemicals 

 

In the context of this issue, this term refers to chemicals that have negative effects on human 

health and in some cases are lethal. Lead and Mercury falls under this category as long as a 

variety of other chemicals. A growing problem is ensuring that people don’t come into contact 

with these contacts in the workplace. 

 

Noise Pollution 

 

Noise pollution is excessive amounts of sound that cause the environment to be negatively 

impacted as well as human health. In many cases, this type of pollution is caused by human 

activity with cars, trucks and other automobiles being a common culprit. Relatively, this type of 

pollution doesn’t pose as much danger as water contamination for example but is still important 

to consider as it affects the lifestyle of many people. This type of pollution is known to cause 

damage to hearing which can be minor or in some cases, very serious. 

 

Nuclear Pollution 

 

This type of pollution is perhaps one of the most dangerous of all as the effects are absolutely 

disastrous This type of pollution is caused by nuclear radiation and the effects of it on human 

health include radiation poisoning, cancer and in many cases death. The effects on human 

health are also long lasing. 

 

Pollutant 

 



 

 

 A pollutant is a substance that causes the pollution of an area. A pollutant can be of any size 

and can affect any aspect of an environment. Some pollutants are visible to the human eye 

while others are not. A plastic bottle thrown into a body of water is an example of a pollutant as 

well as nuclear radiation.  

 

Pollution 

The Oxford dictionary defines pollution as the presence in or introduction into the environment 

of a substance which has harmful or poisonous effects. There are a variety of different 

pollutants and it is usually seen to affect water, land, and air. Pollution is usually due to human 

activity. 

 

Sustainable Development Goals 

The Sustainable Development Goals are a list of goals that the UN is setting out to achieve by 

2030. They include: 

● Goal 1: No poverty 

● Goal 2: Zero hunger 

● Goal 3: Good health and well-being 

● Goal 4: Quality education 

● Goal 5: Gender equality 

● Goal 6: Clean water and sanitation 

● Goal 7: Affordable and clean energy 

● Goal 8: Decent work and economic growth 

● Goal 9: Industry, innovation and infrastructure 

● Goal 10: Reduced inequalities 

● Goal 11: Sustainable cities and communities 

● Goal 12: Responsible production and consumption 

● Goal 13: Climate action 

● Goal 14: Life below water  

● Goal 15: Life on land 

● Goal 16: Peace, justice and strong institutions 



 

 

● Goal 17: Partnership for the goals 

 

Water Contamination 

 

This term refers to the pollution of various bodies of water on earth usually due to human 

activity. The World Wildlife Fund states “Water pollution happens when toxic substances enter 

water bodies such as lakes, rivers, oceans and so on, getting dissolved in them, lying 

suspended in the water or depositing on the bed. This degrades the quality of water”. 

 

Background Information 

When approaching this issue it is important to address every aspect of it. There are a 

variety of different types of pollution that have different effects on a person’s health. All need to 

be taken seriously and solutions to the issue should address all aspects of this issue. As 

mentioned previously, there are many notable examples the impact chemicals and pollutants on 

human health and they can be seen all over the world. This is a universal issue but different 

aspects of it affect some areas more than others, for example, air pollution primarily affects 

more economically developed countries and surrounding countries. Despite this, recognition 

and initiative from countries all around the world. 

 

Air pollution 

Main causes of air pollution include the burning of fossil fuels, emission of greenhouse 

gases, deforestation, and methane produced by landfills. Current methods used in agriculture, 

energy, waste and the large carbon footprints of people in more economically developed 

countries are big contributors to excessive amounts of air pollution in our world today. The 

health complications caused by this are often overlooked but are widespread in cities that 

pollute the most.  

One of the most common effects is asthma which is caused by the inflammation of a 

person’s airways. It can cause shortness of breath and difficulty breathing and can affect a 

person for years of their life and it can sometimes be lifelong. Climate change (another effect of 

air pollution) can lead to an increase in pollen which can also cause Asthma. Although Asthma 

can be very harmful to a person's health, it isn’t deadly in most cases but air pollution can be 

deadly.  

The World Health Organization estimates that each year 1.4 million people die from 

strokes that are related to air pollution which accounts for about 24% of strokes. The WHO also 



 

 

estimates that 25% of heart attacks are related to air pollution with an estimation of 4.2 million 

who die from these heart attacks. Almost half of all deaths from lung cancer are due to air 

pollution (43%) and about 1.8 million people die from this yearly. This is a very complex issue to 

solve. While air pollution is extremely harmful to the environment and human health, it is almost 

impossible for countries with a developing economy to reduce carbon emissions significantly 

while not suffering economically. From these statistics, it is clear that the health impacts of air 

pollution can be quite severe. 

 

Water contamination 

 The main causes of water pollution are: fertilizers from soil seeping into bodies of water, 

dumping waste into bodies of water, acid rain caused by other forms of pollution, leak of sewage 

and septic systems, runoff from construction sites, leaks and spills of hazardous chemicals, 

dumping of chemicals into bodies of water, pesticides, runoff from landfills, road salts, 

complications with pipes from water systems, etc.  

One of the effects of this is dangerous types of bacteria infecting water. This can cause 

waterborne illnesses such as typhoid, cholera, dysentery, hepatitis, E. coli. When water used for 

sanitation is affected, people can suffer from skin irritation and rashes as well as common flu 

symptoms. Water pollution also affects the animals living below water. Fish and seafood that is 

taken from bodies of water that have been contaminated can also cause health complication if 

ingested by humans.  

The continuous pollution of the Great Lakes, for example, has caused the United States 

to warn people around the area to take caution when consuming fish they catch from the great 

lakes. After the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill in New Mexico during 2010, experts were unsure of 

how far the damage had spread and unknowingly, some restaurants served fish and seafood 

affected by the incident causing illness in customers. Water contamination is so severe because 

the effects are almost irreversible. In addition to harming human health and the environment, 

incidents like the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill have serious detriments on the economy. With 

goal 6 of the sustainable development goals, the UN is striving to make sure that everyone has 

access to sanitary water.  

 

Noise Pollution 

 Noise pollution is a result of high volumes of sound. According World Health 

Organization, any sound above 70 decibels causes damage to our hearing. In big city this 

number is easily surpassed. A New York City subway, for example, can reach a volume of 100 



 

 

decibels. One major cause of noise pollution is large amounts of cars on the road which is very 

common in most major cities across the world. This is causing an increase in hearing loss 

overall in general and it is predicted that the amount of hearing damage will continue to 

increase. Although this is not as deadly as the illnesses that other forms of pollution can bring, it 

is important because hearing damage is irreversible. This has lowered the average of people 

who suffer from extreme hearing and this will continue if an effort isn’t made to stop it. 

 

Nuclear Pollution 

Nuclear Pollution has the worst effect on human health. Nuclear energy is currently 

being used as a form of clean energy to counteract the damage done by fossil fuels. This is 

positive in the context of this issue because it is helping to reduce the amount of air pollution but 

this also comes with some risk. If an incident occurs with a Nuclear power plant, nuclear 

radiation will be emitted and the effects of nuclear radiation on human health are very serious.  

The immediate effect after an incident for the people living in the surrounding areas is 

radiation sickness. Depending on the amount of nuclear radiation, symptoms can range from 

fatigue and loss of appetite to bleeding and death within a few days. The immediate exposure 

can also cause cancer and it is difficult to evacuate people quickly enough so that they do not 

come in contact with the radiation at all. Being exposed to this type of radiation will most likely 

cause a person to develop cancer in the years following the incident, if not immediately.  

It can also cause cell mutations which can be hard to detect, so the person may 

unwillingly pass on this mutation to the next generation. Children of women affected by nuclear 

radiation often have birth defects or types of cancer that shorten their lifespan. The worst aspect 

of this type of pollution is how long-lasting the effects are. After an incident where nuclear 

radiation is leaked, it can take decades and even centuries before that area becomes habitable 

again, which is why it is so important to limit this pollution. 

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

China 

 

Another top emitter of Carbon. To offset these emissions, China has also become a top investor 

in clean and renewable energy. The effects of pollution on human health are very relevant in the 

major cities of China, for example, Shanghai, where noise pollution and air pollution are serious 

problems. 



 

 

 

Finland 

 

This is another country that is seen as more environmentally friendly than most. Finland is also 

one of the top investors of clean and renewable energy. Like Sweden, Finland also enforces a 

carbon tax which is currently at about 66 Euros per tonne of carbon. Finland has put up one of 

the strongest fights against air pollution. 

 

Greenpeace 

 

Greenpeace also is a major outspoken party when it comes to pollution and contamination. 

Greenpeace tends to focus more on the environmental impacts but also recognizes the impact 

on human health and has carried out many campaigns with the hopes of limiting pollution and 

contamination    

 

India 

 

India is also a top emitter of Carbon. As the country continues to develop, its emissions 

increase. India has also signed the Paris Agreement and has plans to lower carbon emissions. 

India is also concerned with the issue of providing water that is sanitary to their population 

because according to UNICEF this remains a problem for more than 30% of the population. 

 

Somalia 

 

The main concern of Somalia in the context of this issue is the lack of clean water and 

sanitation. According to UNICEF, less than half of the population has access to uncontaminated 

water and waterborne illnesses like cholera are a huge problem. UNICEF is currently working to 

bring water and proper sanitation facilities to Somalia. 

 

Sweden 

 

Around the world, Sweden is considered one of the environmentally friendly countries. One 

measure that Sweden has taken to limit air pollution is the introduction of a carbon tax that 

requires companies to pay by tonne for the carbon they admit. As of 2018, this carbon tax is at 



 

 

120 Euros per tonne. In 2011 there were some concerns raised about tap water after some 

people reported that after drinking it they became ill but this was quickly resolved and the 

government has assured citizens that the tap water is safe to drink. 

 

United States of America 

 

The US is one of the top carbon emitters in the world and it made headlines when Donald 

Trump decided to pull the United States from the Paris Agreement. Flint Michigan also gained 

international attention with the flint water crisis. Many countries and organizations believe that 

as a more developed nation the United States has a responsibility to do more to resolve issues 

of pollution and contamination. 

 

World Health Organization 

 

This Organization has been very outspoken about the effects of pollution on human health and 

how hazardous chemicals, pollution, and contamination are very dangerous. Currently, the 

World Health Organization is encouraging people to limit their carbon footprint. WHO has also 

set a strategy to increase their impact in ensuring that all areas have access to clean water by 

2025. 

 

Timeline of Events 

 

Date Description of Event 

1760-1840  From 1760 to 1840 the industrial revolution took place. This would forever alter the 
global economy and environment. Since the industrial revolution, increased carbon 
emissions has caused pollution with many detrimental effects on human health  

April 26,1986 The Chernobyl Nuclear Disaster took place on this day as a result of a flawed 
reactor that was operated by employees with a lack of training. All the workers at the 
plant during the incident died as well as 28 people who died a week later as a result 
of radiation poisoning. It is considered one of the worst nuclear disasters in history. 



 

 

January 21,1991 The Gulf War Oil Spill took place and became the largest oil spill in history. Over 
240 million gallons of oil were spilled into the persian gulf. Marine life was seriously 
affected by this incident and the long term effects are still felt today. 

December 11, 1997 The Kyoto Protocol was introduced and signed on this day. This was one of the first 
global initiatives taken to reduce greenhouse gas emissions that cause air pollution 
and its goal was to a level that was not harmful to the global climate. 

March 11, 2011 On this day the Fukushima Nuclear Disaster took place. This was due to a tsunami 
following an earthquake that hit Japan on this same day and is seen as the worst 
nuclear accident of all time.  

January 1st, 2016 The start of 2016 saw the 17 sustainable development goals coming into force. 
These goals address a variety of issues relating to sustainability including pollution, 
contamination and health 

November 4, 2016 The Paris Agreement went into force on this day. This agreement sets out to keep 
global temperatures from rising by more than 2 degrees this century. It calls upon 
each country to reduce greenhouse gas emissions that cause air pollution. 

 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

Health and the environment: addressing the health impact of air pollution, 10 April 2015 

(A68/18) 

http://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/WHA68/A68_18-en.pdf  

Health and environment: Draft roadmap for an enhanced global response for the adverse health 

effects of air pollution, 6 May 2016, (A69/18) 

http://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/WHA69/A69_18-en.pdf  

The role in the health sector in the Strategic Approach to International Chemicals Management 

towards the 2020 goal and beyond, 26 May 2016, (A69/A/CONF/6) 

http://www.saicm.org/Portals/12/documents/meetings/IP1/IP_1_INF_2_WHO.pdf  

 

 

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

 There have been many previous attempts to solve this issue. Many countries have 

implemented a carbon tax. This has shown results in the past for some countries but the 

amount of money taxed per ton of carbon varies from country to country, while Sweden’s carbon 

http://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/WHA68/A68_18-en.pdf
http://apps.who.int/gb/ebwha/pdf_files/WHA69/A69_18-en.pdf
http://www.saicm.org/Portals/12/documents/meetings/IP1/IP_1_INF_2_WHO.pdf


 

 

tax is at about 120 Euros per tonne, the United States has a carbon tax set at about 15 Euros 

per tonne. This solution also isn't viable for all nations. Less economically developed countries 

are unable to implement a Carbon tax like Sweden’s because it would impede their economic 

development and be detrimental to their economy.  

 The World Health Organization has also attempted to solve this issue. Recently the 

WHO has initiated a campaign to make citizens more aware of the health issues that go along 

with air, water, nuclear and noise pollution. In regards to air pollution, the WHO emphasizes the 

importance of the Paris Agreement and the importance of meeting the goals set by the Paris 

Agreement. Furthermore, the WHO is also pushing for the achievement of the Sustainable 

Development Goals to solve this issue. Resolution A69/18 states that by even achieving 

sustainable development goals that aren’t as focused on the health sector, a framework would 

be set to lower levels of pollution globally. 

 

Possible Solutions 

 When approaching this issue it is important to look at previous attempts and innovative 

ideas to solve the issue. One issue that has proven effective in the past is a carbon tax to tackle 

air pollution. This is a solution that could be improved as well. Some nations feel it is necessary 

to have a standard carbon tax worldwide. The implementation of new technology has also been 

proposed in order to mitigate climate change. To offset the effects of air pollution, for example, 

space mirrors have been proposed to reflect some sunlight to lower the global temperature. 

When addressing nuclear pollution, it is important to take into account the severity of the 

consequences. There should be a set of strict guidelines that address who should have access 

to nuclear power plants and the handling of a nuclear power plant to minimize the risk of an 

incident. In the case of an incident there should also be a plan of evacuation set to ensure that 

the effects on human health are as minimal as possible. In addition to this, large corporations 

and governments who contribute to issues of contamination and pollution need to be held 

accountable. There needs to be some type of penalty for a corporation or government that 

knowingly puts the health of millions at risk. Finally, awareness of all types of pollution and their 

impacts on human health is crucial in reducing the health effects of chemicals, pollution, and 

contamination.  
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