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Introduction 

 The consequences of humanity’s use of plastic have been brought to the center of global 

attention in recent years with the environmental effect that it has led to in terms of land pollution, ocean 

pollution and even pollution that has caused harm and endangerment to wildlife. Humanity’s dependency 

on plastic in everyday life has caused an excess production and use of plastic, which is a material that 

takes an extremely long time to disintegrate. An average of 8 million tons of plastic are thrown into the 

ocean per minute, which is the equivalent of one garbage truck full of plastic. On land, plastic has caused 

many other issues impacting farming and the raising of wild stock by contaminating food sources and 

affecting fertility of the land.  

The problem of the use of plastic and plastic pollution comes first from industrial and personal 

dependency on the use of plastic. This is inclusive of the most obvious objects such as plastic bags, 

straws, plastic cups and many other single-use materials that we consume; plastic is also present in the 

form of microplastics that can be found in shampoo, cosmetics, rubber tires and many other objects in daily 

life that are not easily detected. Microplastics cause an issue also because they kill many marine and often 

endangered animals. About 700 species in the world are affected by it. Other reasons that lead to plastic 

pollution include poor waste management in which plastic is not properly disposed, therefore resulting in 

landfills of plastic, oceans littered with plastic often due to mass tourism, and poor government policy. 

Plastic use has become a looming catastrophe for mankind and has attracted the attention of many 

global parties from nations to corporations and other non-governmental organizations. Today, worldwide 

campaigns such as the #CleanSeas campaign led by the UNEP or the #ZeroPlasticLunch campaign led by 

corporations like CNN demonstrate an international movement to reduce the use of plastic. The UN 

created a non-binding resolution in 2017 during a summit in Nairobi to urge countries to cooperate on the 

reduction of plastic use. This issue is new and contemporary but leads back to a long history of actions that 

has resulted in the mass pollution and issues that has been caused today.  

 

 



   
 

Definition of Key Terms  

Implementing 

According to Oxford Dictionary, implementing is defined as, “the process of putting a decision or plan 

into effect” or to “execute” the specific action – meaning to follow through or carry out.  

Reduce 

According to Oxford Dictionary, to reduce is defined as, to “make smaller or less in amount, degree, or 

size.” In relevance to this report, to decrease the pollution from the use of plastic and the use of plastic 

itself.   

Plastic  

According to Oxford Dictionary, plastic is defined as “A synthetic material made from a wide range of 

organic polymers such as polyethylene, PVC, nylon, etc., that can be molded into shape while soft, 

and then set into a rigid or slightly elastic form.” 

Microplastic 

According to Oxford Dictionary, microplastic is defined as, “extremely small pieces of plastic debris in 

the environment resulting from the disposal and breakdown of consumer products and industrial 

waste.” 

Thermoplastics 

Thermoplastics can be found in the forms of polyethylene (PE), polypropylene (PP) and polyvinyl 

chloride (PVC). They are soft when heated and can be molded back to their original forms. As such, 

they are easily molded and extruded into films, fibers and packaging.  

Thermoset  

Plastics that are hard and retain their shapes once molded. They cannot return to their original form. 

As such, they are often used in the production of auto parts, aircraft parts and tires. They come in the 

form of polyurethanes, polyesters, epoxy resins and phenolic resins.  

Polyethylene terephthalate (PET or PETE) 

PET is a type of thermoplastic that can be molded into fiber or film like forms. It is one of the main 

compositions of the main plastic in ziplock or food storage/grocery bags.  

Polystyrene  

 



Styrofoam is made of this type of plastic. When heated with air Polystyrene forms hard impact-

resistant bonds that allow it used to create plastic for furniture, cabinets, glasses, utensils.  

Polypropylene (PP) 

The creation of this plastic received the Nobel Prize in Chemistry in 1963 for its ability to appear in 

various forms. With different melting points and hardness, it can be used in different objects from car 

trim, battery cases, bottles, tubes and most other things that are made of plastic today.  

Polylactic acid (PLA) 

One of the most commonly discussed alternatives to plastic today, PLA filaments are vegetable-based 

plastic materials often made out of cornstarch. Using the technology of 3D printing, and the raw 

material of corn, this type of plastic decomposes into water and carbon dioxide in 50-90 days (four 

times faster than the most common Pet-based plastic bag now). This is a type of thermoplastic.   

Background Information 
 

Plastic was first created as a reaction to the demand and popularity of ivory in the mid-to-late 

1800s. Ivory was commonly used for billiard balls at that time as well as many other items like combs which 

made it extremely expensive as the demand for such goods increased. Therefore, in 1863, a billiard 

production company offered $10,000 to anyone who could create a replacement for ivory because it was 

getting so expensive as a luxury good. This, was the first attempts in which people started to create 

plastics and John Wesley Hyatt was the first one to attempt this by creating a synthetic polymer out of 

cotton and nitric acid (known as celluloid). However, this was not very successful for billiard balls as it was 

good for molding into different shapes, and billiard balls needed to be hard enough without changing 

shape. As well, the process of creating celluloid was risky and dangerous. Then in 1907, Leo Baekeland 

created shellac, which was the first fully synthetic plastic because it was durable, heat resistant and a good 

insulator. This then led to onward experimentation and creation of the different types of plastic that are 

being used today. However, the cheap production of plastic as a material has led to many issues that 

greatly impact the state of our environment today.  

Effect on Wildlife and the Environment 

Today, the Sustainable development goals 14 and 15 address the preservation of life both on land 

and underwater. The issue of plastic pollution and plastic use has greatly affected natural life across the 

world regardless of region and is plaguing both humanity and the life around us.  

Life on land 

A lot of plastic used today ends up in landfills, where it will take more than 1000 years to 

biodegrade. In fact, the issue of plastic and microplastic pollution is 4 to 23 times higher on land in 

varying regions according to researchers in Germany. The impact of this plastic pollution results in 



   
 

a long term negative impact on ecosystems through soil health, function and fertility and freshwater 

sources. With soil, the presence of microplastics causes earthworms whose burrows become less 

frequent which affects the health of the soil. Without earthworms to loosen the soil, the quality of the 

soil becomes poorer, therefore affecting the soil health overall. Microplastics not only affect life on 

land through by ending up in soils that are supposed to nurture food sources, but also found in tap 

water due to the difficulty to filter it and poor sewage management. 

Food sources aside, the microplastics can also carry organisms that act as a vector for diseases in 

the environment. This results in a new intermediate carrier for bacteria and disease to travel 

through basic sources necessary for life such as food and water.  

Marine life (Life underwater) 

One of the biggest sources of plastic pollution in the ocean, accounting for about 80% according to 

Greenpeace, is illegally dumped litter. Industrial leakage that is not properly disposed of or that 

leaks out during production or transportation often makes its way to oceans as well.  

 In addition, every-day and simple acts of littering in coastal areas that eventually get washed into 

the ocean or thrown from coastal areas are also a big source of ocean plastic pollution. The tourism 

industry has caused more people to visit many more beaches, but more people often means more 

waste and more pollution, which can in turn destroy tourism industries by reducing biodiversity and 

the natural beauty of key sites. 

The remaining 20% of plastic pollution in the ocean comes mostly from fishing gear or other 

industrial materials that are lost at sea by accident.  

The consequences of all this littering and pollution have been dire on marine life. Bird and other 

varieties of marine life ingest plastic mistaking it for food, and it doesn’t break down in their 

digestive tract, which often leads to their death by starvation. The effect of plastic pollution is felt at 

all trophic levels. In fact, a study conducted by Dutch researchers shows that in the North Sea, the 

local seagull population has ingested an average of 30 plastic pieces per seagull.   

Plastic Management  

Businesses, industries and individuals are all increasingly dependent on plastics of all varieties. 

Often time, most plastic products that are used daily by the common consumer are single use plastic items 

for the sake of convenience. The current system is lacking in terms of policy on the use and production of 

plastic, as well as the after management of used plastic.  

The production of plastic  

About 300 million metric tons of plastic are produced in the world annually and as such, 50% of the 

amount of plastic produced annually is discarded within a year of their purchase. The lack of 



multiple uses that plastic encourages creates waste and results in pollution that clogs up sewage 

systems. For different uses and objects, plastic has been experimentally developed in many 

different forms to best fit the needs of its use. For example, in terms of microplastics and plastic 

debris, because they are often extremely buoyant and durable in water, the accumulation of all 

these pieces of all these bits of plastic have attracted significant global attention today. The 

production of plastic also causes toxic chemical waste and pollution emissions to be released, that 

are hazardous to the public and those working to produce these plastic forms such as plastic resin. 

Furthermore, because national data on waste production and management practices vary from 

country to country, it has also been difficult to standardize the method of disposal and 

decomposition of plastic used.  

How do plastics get into our food and water sources? 

Often in the form of microbeads, microplastics can get into our food and water sources via the soil 

or simply through water when wastewater and plastic decomposition is not appropriately managed. 

One of the main sources of microplastics is clothing, many synthetic fibers such as acrylic, nylon, 

spandex or polyester begin to break down each time the clothing is washed and carried into 

wastewater, that are not filtered with the necessary equipment to get the microplastics out. This 

results in discharged water contaminated with microplastics to the open environment.  

There is also the aforementioned issue of microplastics in the dietary tract of marine animals, which 

can be transferred to humans if they are eaten. 

How plastic decomposes 

The decomposition process of each type of plastic is also significantly varying as they have different 

properties and compositions that need to be addressed. However, natural decomposition would 

take at least one thousand years. The majority of plastic pollution today comes from landfills or 

spillover from factories. Instead of seeking other means to decompose these plastic, most are left to 

natural decomposition, which is not ecologically feasible or sustainable. 

However, even if natural decomposition was to take place, studies have shown that the it would 

impact soil health, which in turn would have an adverse effect on the fertility of the land. 

Current studies and research however are being done now in the scientific field to develop a new 

way for fast biodegradation of plastic. But other challenges to consider include the safety of the 

procedure for decomposition, cost of doing so and applicability to the varying types of plastics that 

are currently available on the market.  

 
 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 



   
 

 
UNEP (United Nations Environmental Program) 

The UNEP has been a key organisation in the fight against plastic pollution. From the 2017 

#CleanSeas Campaign to the adoption of two UN Resolutions so far, these works monitored by the UNEP 

significantly address the presence of plastic and its effects. As well, the UNEP serves as a point of 

connection and collaboration for different groups and coalitions (such as the ACP and many others as 

listed below) to partner on acting against plastic pollution. The UNEP has also acted to engage schools 

and students on reducing the plastic use to further understanding and awareness. In September of 2018, 

the UNEP launched a “Back to School Plastic Challenge” with animation studio Kurzgesagt to invite youth 

groups to reduce the use of plastic in their daily lives.  

World Wildlife Fund (WWF) 

The WWF has declared the issue of plastic pollution a “global crisis” and has been taking significant 

measures to correct the situation with government involvement. Because this issue kills marine life every 

year at a distressing rate and affects the human food chain as well as fishing and tourism industries, it 

impacts the environment at all levels. Mainly the impact on Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 14 and 

15 for Life below water and Life on Land is significant given that in a report released by the WWF, 90% of 

damage caused to marine wildlife by human waste is due to plastic. 700 marine species have been 

endangered due to this issue and 17% are listed by the International Union for Conservation of Nature 

(IUCN) as “critically endangered”. The main victims are birds, fish, invertebrates, marine mammals and sea 

turtles; causing injuries, lesions, and deformities impacting growth and reproduction periods. The WWF 

plays a huge role in terms of research, awareness raising and government cooperation.  

Aquarium Conservation Partnership (ACP)  

An effort led by the ACP including 22 aquariums in 17 different states are pushing for a “No Straw 

November” campaign that aims to end single use plastics. Cooperating with many large corporations like 

United Airlines, Dignity Health hospitals and Chicago White Sox, the campaign hopes to engage 500 other 

businesses by Earth Day in 2019. They are also taking on the #FirstStep campaign to have plastic-free 

waterways working with individuals, businesses and regional governments. This year, the ACP has also 

partnered with the UN and European Commission (EC) to create a coalition of 200 global aquariums to 

fight the use of plastic.  

Global Plastic Partnership – Government, Organizations and Corporation involvement  

Two hundred and fifty organizations responsible for using 20% of the plastic consumed and 

produced each year have committed to reducing waste and pollution through plastic use. The initiative is 

named “New Plastics Economy Global Commitment” that includes diverse groups like H&M, Unilever, 

PepsiCo, L’Oreal, Nestle, Coca-Cola and city governments like that of Austin. This partnership is in 



collaboration with the United Nations and the Ellen MacArthur Foundation as well as the World Economic 

Forum, Consumer Goods Forum, World Wide Fund for Nature and 40 other academic institutions.  

China  

As the first largest producer of plastic in the world, China has taken the issue of plastic pollution 

greatly to its government agenda and has cracked down recently on foreign waste which are consistently 

directed from western countries such as the United States. Because China has been greatly affected not 

just by air pollution, but also other environmental issues including marine pollution, inefficient ways of 

plastic decomposition etc. China is facing a big environmental crisis on pollution in general. As such, the 

Chinese government has placed pollution and plastic pollution as a prioritized agenda item making them 

also one of the biggest change makers and efficient parties to reduce the use of plastic. One of the biggest 

steps China has taken so far is the recognition of the severity of the plastic pollution issue stopping imports 

on foreign waste from coming into China to be processed and decomposed.  

 
United States of America   

The United States can do significantly more on the consumption of plastic and its decomposition. 

Nearly 70% of plastic used in the US have been directed to China and Hong Kong as of 2017 according to 

a global development study done by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. In 2018, due to the new 

Chinese crackdown on foreign waste imports, almost half of plastic waste from the US in the first half of the 

year has been redirected to countries in Southeast Asia such as Thailand, Malaysia and Vietnam.  

A Guardian article covering the new study done by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation shows 

that while the US is not the only country who does this (alongside, Britain, Germany, Japan and Mexico), 

exploitation of developing countries with a poor regulatory framework for processing of plastic in an 

environmentally friendly manner.  

Because of the strict regulation of plastic decomposition within the United States itself, regulation on 

US companies to export these wastes are quite loose and results in a shift of responsibility of toxic material 

that are not handled locally by the producer of waste itself.  

The United States has not signed the UNEP resolution on reduction of plastic from a summit in 

Nairobi earlier of 2018.  



   
 

 
European Union (EU)/Europe 

According to a report made by the WWF, Europe is the world’s second largest plastic producer and 

in many European countries the main preference of practice for used plastic is the landfill which does not 

appropriately solve the problem given the current situation. 

As of October 26, 2018, the EU Parliament has voted and committed to the ban of single-use 

plastic. However, the EU has always been very concerned on this issue and has been taking measures to 

reduce the use of plastic. This commitment to the ban of single-use plastic however is a significant step 

forward on the issue for the entire region.  

United Kingdom 

Across the UK, a new grassroots movement consisting of a five-point plan to urge individuals, 

schools and corporations to reduce the use of single-use plastic has been ongoing, especially targeting 

individuals and communities. This new campaign has been taken with great response from the public has 

significant changes in awareness on plastic pollution has been made nation and worldwide.  The plan calls 

for actions such as urging and supporting governmental change, elimination of plastic items (straws, plastic 

bottles etc.) with more sustainable alternatives and to arrange community events like beach cleans to 

engage more individuals on this social movement.

https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2018/oct/05/huge-rise-us-plastic-waste-shipments-to-poor-countries-china-ban-thailand-malaysia-vietnam


Timeline of Events 

Date Description of event 

1998 
Huge urban flooding in Bangladesh is found to have been caused by single use 

polyethylene bags blocking drainage systems 

January 1st, 2002 Bangladesh becomes the first country to completely ban single use plastic bags. 

October 2017 
British Broadcasting Corporation releases second series of TV show Blue Planet 

II, using modern media to cast more attention on the issue of marine pollution. 

February 2017 UNEP launches #CleanSeas Campaign 

December 6th, 2017        UNEP resolution in Nairobi proposal for reduction of plastic use 

May 3rd, 2018 Global Symposium on Soil Pollution in Rome, Italy 

June 5th, 2018  #BeatPlasticPollution Campaign for World Environment Day 

June 8th, 2018 
CNN leads #ZeroPlasticLunch Campaign, encouraging students worldwide to 

decrease plastic use from everyday lunch routines. 

September 24th, 2018         

 

UNEP launch of “Back to School Plastic Challenge” to engage youth groups on 

the issue of plastic reduction 

 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● Coordination across the United Nations system in the field of the environment including the 
Environment Management Group, 27 June 2014 (UNEP/Res.1/11) 

● Marine Plastic Litter and Microplastics, 23-27 May 2016 (UNEP/EA.2/Res.11) 

● Draft resolution on Marine Litter and Microplastics, 4-6 December 2017 (UNEP/EA.3/L.20) 

 
Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

Attention on the issue of plastic use and pollution has only been on the rise in the last few years 

with the international community’s dawning realization of the impact and consequences prior actions have 

had on the health of earth’s environment. Previous attempts to solve the issue include bans on the use of 

plastic, especially single use plastic as the European Commission has done. This has been effective in 

combatting the frequency of plastic use discouraging one time use and quick disposal plastic items that 

play a big part in the production of plastic. Other attempts include other governmental regulations such as 

additional taxations or payment for plastic bags and other single-use plastic items as an alternative to a 

ban. This has been only slightly effective as often, price raises, or the additional tax is not enough to deter 

the regular consumer from buying a plastic bag when they need it.  Institutions, corporations and 

organizations have also taken a role on this issue through research to further persuade the common 

consumer and governments on the severity of the issue, as well as how to target the issue. This includes 

campaigns pushed by non-governmental organizations (NGOs), commitments to less plastic use for 

corporations, and research done also by NGOs or Universities around the world to better understand the 



   
 

issue and find an alternative to plastic. This attempt is still ongoing but has proved to certainly raise public 

attention and awareness. On the more individual and community level, schools and other youth groups 

have also joined to stop the use of plastic as much as possible, such as commitments to stop using straws, 

plastic utensils during lunch and more. This also has raised the attention of the younger generations on 

interest to solve the issue. While this solution has been slow to take effect, however, it has been a good 

start for the public to become more aware of the issue and acknowledge that the majority of the change 

should come from the side of corporations and their social responsibility.  

Possible Solutions 

 
Possible solutions include the continuous engagement of corporations and governments to which 

yields most effective means to combat the issue of plastic use and plastic pollution. The mobilization of 

businesses especially in the private sector to engage in more actions and decisions that exemplify more 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), so that impact on both sides of government and corporations can 

move from surface impact to extended long term sustainable solutions. For example, companies should not 

be producing excess pollution and having workers do community service clean ups to solve the issue. 

Rather, how can the company stop or restrict continuous pollution in their working process? Three factors 

delegates can consider to better solutions for corporation engagement is to meet 3Ps (Profit, People and 

Planet). This means that while the company is doing well (in profit), they also should be fairly treating 

people, and taking care of the (environment) which is the focus of this issue.  

So far, most of the efforts that have been implemented to target the issue has been successful to 

their own degrees and needs to be continued upon and extended to better address the issue. For example, 

research has been ongoing and done regarding biodegradable plastics as an alternative to plastic that is 

currently used. Experimentation and further discovery regarding green chemistry has also been in the 

works. However, as time progresses, as in a 2015 UN report regarding biodegradables, it has been 

determined that Biodegradable Plastics are not going to solve plastic occurrences and waste in oceans and 

on land. Therefore, delegates should also think about how to evaluate new research that is being done and 

cross check to ensure that it will work or is sustainable to be carried out in solving the solution.  

Other possible solutions are development of alternatives for plastic disposal that are faster, cheap, 

and environmentally friendly. There are many ways to possibly go about the development of such a 

solution and it will certain require several parties to work together (with different fields of expertise) for a 

solution. Research has also shown that some types of plastic wastes can replace coal for energy and serve 

as an alternative source of fuel to reduce energy costs and CO2 emissions to the environment. Instead of 

leaving these plastics in the landfills, they can instead be collected by small local companies, sold to be 

used as alternatives for fuels, or sold to manufacturers to create new products. Circulate Capital is an 

interesting corporation that invests in such endeavors, which is likely worth looking into regarding business 

innovations with the use of plastic wastes and recycled plastic. Many nations believe that the use of plastic 

is essential for them to remain competitive in the world economy, or if plastic production plays a huge role 



in their local economy, they would be less inclined to give it up. As such, delegates are also prompted to 

determine ways in which all countries can come into agreement of global plastic use and the impact that 

will have on the global economy as opposed to each individual nation only.  
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