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Topic 1: Sustainable Energy  

Background: 

Sustainable energy is renewable energy that does not cause harm to the environment. 

Some sustainable energy sources include hydropower, wind power, solar power, and biomass. 

The most popular form of sustainable energy is hydropower, which accounts for 16% of total 

electricity production and 65% of all energy produced by renewable sources. The country that 

uses the highest total amount of energy from sustainable resources is the U.S., which produces an 

equivalent of 65 million tons of oil barrels through its utilization of renewable resources. 

The rise in sustainable energy sources is due to the prevalent fear in the world that our 

traditional sources of energy, such as fossil fuels, are accelerating the rate of climate change, 

shown by the Greenland ice sheet loss of 150-250 cubic kilometers annually from 2002 to 2006. 

According to a U.N. report, the global population is expected to increase to 9.6 billion by 2050. 

With this increase in global population, fossil fuels are predicted to increase the global 

temperature by 6 degrees Celsius by 2100. Due to the effects that fossil fuels have on the 

environment, sustainable energy sources have risen in popularity in the past decade. 

However, there are problems associated with sustainable energy sources. One of the most 

widely used and efficient sources of energy, hydropower, is also an energy source creating the 

largest controversies. Although the implementation of hydropower energy has been successful in 

industrialized countries such as the U.S., China, and Canada, implementation of hydropower 

energy in tropical regions has not been as successful. In the Amazon, the creation of the Belo 

Monte Dam, one of the largest hydropower energy resources in the world, not only threatens the 
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environment, but also threatens the viability of hydropower use. A study done in the Proceedings 

of the National Academy of Sciences has predicted that expanded use of the dam will clear 

approximately 40% of the Amazon forest. This loss of rainforest will decrease the amount of 

foliage present in the area, which in turn is then expected to decrease the precipitation around 43 

percent between the months of July and October. The Belo Monte Dam will also continue to 

expand within the year as construction is expected to be completed before 2018. Overall, this 

continued decrease in forest area is expected to decrease the efficiency of the Belo Monte Dam 

by 38%. 

Another highly contested source of sustainable energy is nuclear energy. One reason for 

this energy source’s controversy is for its perceived pros and cons. While the energy source is 

one of the most powerful and does provide clean energy, it has to be tightly regulated. In the 

past, countries such as Russia and Japan have had to deal with massive nuclear power plant 

accidents that put a large number of people in danger, such as the Chernobyl catastrophe in 1986 

and the Fukushima accident in 2011. The Chernobyl incident occurred due to an accidental 

power surge and the incident in Fukushima was result of the systems getting shut down after an 

earthquake. Nuclear energy is a unique energy source in that it stands as a middle ground for 

sustainable energy sources and fossil fuel. Whereas fossil fuel provides power while harming the 

environment and sustainable energy doesn’t typically harm the environment but only provides a 

fraction of the energy, nuclear power is able to provide the power necessary for our modern 

cities and is generally safer for the environment than fossil fuels. However, without strict 

regulation, accidents can ravage a local environment and in places such as Chernobyl, leave 

lasting detrimental effects decades after an accident has occurred. The fear of accidents and the 
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radiation of nuclear energy are two of the reasons that nuclear energy has not been widely 

adopted, as only 31 countries have adopted nuclear energy. 

UN Involvement 

Internationally, the use of sustainable resources is one of the most widely discussed 

topics, as the international community sees the need for the development of safe, sustainable 

energy. The most significant recent international meeting, COP21, took place in Paris in 

December of 2015. This conference served as an international forum where 190 member 

countries, from major European countries to small island nations, were able to discuss solutions 

that concerned halting climate change. However, it did not set any specific solutions, as the 

conference decided that each country should create personalized solutions that help them achieve 

goals of zero emission. However, some countries, such as Switzerland, have pledged to produce 

at least 50% of their total energy through sustainable resources by the year 2050. Although this is 

admirable, more countries such as Russia and China will need to take similar steps in order to 

achieve a lasting global impact. 

The U.N.’s main focus with sustainable energy is how it relates to climate change in 

general. One thing that the UN has tried to do is create awareness through various actions, such 

as making 2012 the “International Year of Sustainable Energy for All”. Although this was a 

symbolic gesture, it did raise awareness in the usage of sustainable resources, and in an industry 

that is dominated by only a few sources, the promotion of renewable resources as a viable 

alternative to fossil fuels helps increase the mass usage of these sources, as shown by the 4.5% 

increase in sustainable resources worldwide in 2012. In addition, the General Assembly noted in 

their sixty-sixth session that the use of sustainable energy could help to inspire equal use of 
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energy for people who traditionally do not have access to energy. As 1.4 billion people in the 

world live without electricity, they believe that the production of sustainable energy sources in 

this area may be able to help the people in the area achieve constant access to electricity. One 

other thing that the U.N. has done is pass A/RES/ 63/210, which is a resolution that promotes the 

role of sustainable energy sources in transportation in developing countries. This resolution will 

help to convince developing countries that sustainable resources, such as solar and hydropower, 

may help to power their public transportation. 

In the past, treatment of sustainable resources as simply another energy source has not 

worked. This is mainly due to the fact that it is more expensive because of the lack of existing 

infrastructure. Small, startup companies promoting sustainable resources are not able to compete 

with large, fossil fuel using companies because their lack of infrastructure means that their prices 

must be initially higher. Due to this act, traditional renewable resources companies have not 

prospered. However, some companies, such as Solar City have been successful. The reason for 

their prosperity is that they understand that the base consumer desire is for a lower price. They 

know that in order to compete with oil companies, their prices must be low enough to compete. 

The benefit to this is when they are able to keep their prices this low, the promotion of their 

source as clean is convincing enough to consumers for them to switch. In addition, for countries 

such as Switzerland and Germany, the government sponsorship of renewable resources has 

allowed them to compete with oil companies. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. How can innovation be sponsored so that sustainable resources are more able to compete 

with oil companies? 
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2. What can the international community do to allow sustainable resources to be more safe 

to the local environment? 

3. How can less used sources of renewable energy be improved upon so that they are 

viable? 

4. What can be done to ensure that accidents in nuclear facilities do not occur? 

5. How can your country implement sustainable energy use into their own environmental 

goals? 
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Topic 2: Oceanic Pollution 

Background: 

The ocean, Earth’s largest body of water which covers over seventy percent of the planet, 

has been subject to centuries of harm from generations of humans. Industrial, agricultural and 

nuclear wastes have had adverse effects on the ocean environment, marine organisms, and the 

human populations that use marine resources for survival. Since 2010, scientists estimate that 

over 2.5 billion tons of wastes have been dumped into the ocean every year, including dredging 

wastes, synthetic fertilizers, and plastic products. As a result of this dumping, 1.5 million marine 

animals, including seabirds and marine mammals are killed annually directly related to man-

made wastes entering the aquatic ecosystem. The effects of ocean pollution can be observed 

indirectly also, for example, eutrophication is a biological process that occurs when synthetic 

fertilizers and other chemical wastes are introduced into an aquatic environment, resulting in the 

death of many organisms. The fertilizers contribute to a bloom of algae in the water that 

essentially uses up the dissolved oxygen gas in the water, causing many fish and other animals to 

suffocate. 

Eutrophication, combined with the dissolving of coral reefs and warmer oceanic 

temperatures are all consequences of ocean pollution. The environmental effects in turn, harm 

many populations of people living on coasts that rely on the ocean as their main source of food 

and income.  These Small Island Developing States (SIDS), make up about twenty eight percent 

of the world’s developing countries and about twenty percent of the UN’s membership.  When 

considering the negative effects of ocean pollution, it must be taken into account the large 
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number of people this problem is affecting. For many SIDS, ocean resources provide food and a 

method of income, so as the amount of toxic chemicals in the water and “dead zones” in areas 

with harmful algae increase, the effects of ocean pollution become more and more grave. 

There are many types of ocean pollution that are classified on a scale based on their severity 

towards the environment. Blacklist materials include the most harmful types of wastes such as 

mercury, crude oil, radioactive wastes and any materials made for the purpose of chemical or 

biological warfare. Wastes on the gray list include compounds containing metals, acids, 

pesticides and scrap metal. White list wastes are the least severe, however, by no means are safe 

for the environment. 

Ocean pollution is a global issue that affects almost any individual in one way or another, 

however, there are some States that contribute to this problem more than others. Countries in 

Southeast and East Asia are the world’s largest contributors to this momentous problem, having 

released over 20 million tons of pollution in the ocean in 2010. In reality, all coastal countries are 

responsible for ocean pollution, in addition to landlocked countries. A percentage of all wastes 

from every country reaches the ocean each year, increasing and perpetuating this detrimental 

problem. 

UN Involvement: 

        The United Nations first began to turn its attention to the effects of ocean pollution in the 

late 1960s, when the International Maritime Organization (IMO) created a number of agreements 

and regulations regarding pollution in the Earth’s oceans. These agreements include the 

International Convention Relating to Intervention of the High Seas in Cases of Oil Pollution 

Casualties, which was created in 1969, and the Convention on the Prevention of Marine 
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Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and Other Matters, signed and enacted in 1972. These 

documents, in concurrence with many more released by the IMO and the United Nations 

Environmental Programme (UNEP) are the body of all current international regulations 

regarding ocean pollution. Many of these documents are resolutions passed by the General 

Assembly and voted in favor by the member states of the UN. 

        Current international regulations mandated by the UN and its corresponding bodies 

include the prohibition of dumping nuclear, chemical, and industrial wastes into oceans, 

consequences for oils spills, and regulations regarding the abandonment of fishing equipment. 

The 1982 Convention on the Law of the Sea outlines these laws regarding the protection of the 

ocean as well as other aspects important to maritime law, such as sovereignty claims. The UN’s 

most prominent and simplistic method of controlling ocean pollution is by making all dumping 

of hazardous materials into the ocean illegal. While this regulation should, in theory, effectively 

inhibit ocean pollution, there are many groups of people, companies and even countries that 

disregard this law, and further perpetuate the effects of ocean pollution. 

        The IMO and the UNEP are the major organs that respond to the problem of ocean 

pollution, however, oceans, their pollution and the law of the sea are one of the UN’s most 

pressing Global Issues, determined by the General Assembly. In addition to many UN bodies 

dealing with this topic, there are also many non- governmental organizations (NGOs),that are 

related to ocean pollution in one way or another. The Blue Ocean Institute and the MarineBio 

Conservation Society, which both raise and donate funds towards pollution cleanup efforts. 

Some private companies are responsible for the some estimated 17 million tons of illegal 
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dumping that occurs annually, while other organizations work to clean and restore Earth’s oceans 

for generations to come. 

Questions to Consider: 

1. What are ways the international community can control, regulate, or monitor the illegal 

dumping of wastes (industrial, agricultural, and nuclear) in to the ocean? 

2. What kind of programs or compensation can be created in order to help impoverished 

coastal populations whose lifestyles and diets have been negatively altered by the effects 

of ocean pollution? 

3. What alternative methods of dealing with different types of wastes can be used to stop 

ocean pollution? 

4. What amount of ocean pollution and what types of ocean pollution are released by your 

country? 

5. What laws has your country enforced to minimize and/or regulate the amount of ocean 

pollution released annually? What laws must be created in order to achieve this? 
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