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Letter from the Chair 

Delegates, 

Welcome to VAMUN XXXVIII! I’m excited to be chairing our novice committee, the 

United Nations Environment Programme. Given the current global political climate towards 

environmental issues, I believe these are very timely issues that impact us all in various areas of 

our lives.  

My name is Katie Novak and I will be serving as your committee chair. Though I’m 

originally from a small town outside of Portland, Maine, I have found a new home at UVA. I’m  a 

second year planning on studying economics and art history. Throughout high school I was very 

active in my school’s Model UN program. I participated in many conferences and served as a 

mentor in our middle school MUN program. Last year I co-chaired SOCHUM at VAMUN. 

As this is a novice committee, I plan on using this committee as a learning experience. I 

hope that everyone comes ready to learn and add to the conversation. If you have any questions 

about the topics or committee in general during research process please don’t hesitate to email 

me. 

I’m very excited to meet you all in November and look forward to a weekend of learning 

and substantive debate. 

 

See you in Cville! 

 

Katie Novak, Chair 

kcn5jm@virginia.edu 

 

 

mailto:kcn5jm@virginia.edu


Committee Overview 

The United Nations Environment Programme, UNEP, was found in 1972 to aid in the 

advancement of environmental law, assist developing nations with environmental policy, and 

promote environmental issues. Today, the UNEP is located in Nairobi, Kenya, where the 58 

members, elected for three year terms, meet biannually to set new and address old global 

environmental goals.  Some issues commonly addressed by the UNEP are climate change, 1

deforestation, waste management, and ecosystem management.  

The UNEP’s mission statement is simple: “to provide leadership and encourage 

partnership in caring for the environment by inspiring, informing, and enabling nations and 

peoples to improve their quality of life without compromising that of future generations.”   2

One of the largest groups within the UNEP is Earthwatch, a monitoring system that 

allows for the international exchange of environmental research by scientist, governments, and 

others. Earchwatch also serves an invaluable resource for the public to access information that 

was previously only known within scientific circles.  3

During our simulation of UNEP we will discuss the issues of oil and natural gas depletion 

as well as global threats to marine life. Our committee will take place in current day, meaning 

that any new developments between when you read this background guide and our first 

committee session will be applicable to our discussions. I suggest that even after you finish your 

background guides you continue to monitor our topics.  

 

 

 

1 Patrick Mwangi. “About the UN Environment Assembly,” Environment Assembly. 2017. 
2 “Why Does UN Environment Matter?” UN Environment. 2018. 
3 “History of Earth Watch,” Earthwatch Institute. 2017. 



Topic 1: Depletion of Oil and Natural Gas Reserves  

 

Introduction 

Oil and natural gas have always had historical importance around the world. As early as 

1500 BC, oil was used as a source of light and heat.  However, they gained significant global 4

importance in nineteenth century with the popularization of kerosene lamp and beginning of the 

global industrial revolution.  As industrialization continued to expand into the twentieth 5

century, the oil and natural gas industry grew exponentially. At this time, the majority of oil 

production was focused in the United States, Russia, and Dutch East Indies.  By the mid-1900s, 6

the global dependency on oil and gas reached the point where access to oil and gas became 

synonymous with power. The annual growth rate for oil consumption reached 7% in the 1950s.  7

During this time more countries began to look into their own oil production, especially in the 

Middle East where large oil fields were discovered. 

It is also around this time when researchers began to grow skeptical of the sustainability 

of oil and natural gas. In 1956, Marion King Hubbert, a geologist working for the Shell research 

group, published his theory that “fossil fuel production curves would follow a bell-shaped 

curve,” or that production would increase with new technology and resources, but would 

eventually peak due to the limited nature of fossil fuels. Within this study Hubbert also correctly 

predicted the peak of United States’ oil production in 1950.  8

 

4 “History of the Oil and Gas Industry,” Business Reference Services. 2013. 
5 ibid 
6 ibid 
7 ibid 
8 Hannah Ritchie. “How Long Before We Run Out of Fossil Fuels,” Our World In Data. 2017. 



 

Fig. 1 Cavallo. Hubbert’s Peak vs. Actual Oil Production in the US. 2004. 

Since then, researchers have further studied the sustainability of oil and natural gas, 

warning that these levels are declining at alarming rates.  Hubbert incorrectly predicted that 

global oil reserves would peak by 2000.  The discovery of new reserves and technologies are 9

responsible for the impredicablity of these statistics. However, despite the different figures, one 

thing is clear: oil and natural gas reserves will not last forever. 

Practices like hydraulic fracking, the process of forcing liquids into the ground to release 

oil and natural gas that would normally be difficult to extract, are indicative of the changing 

supply of oil. In the Ghawar oil field in Saudi Arabia, one of the world’s largest oil fields, 

between 30% and 55% of what is extracted is water.  10

According to the 2016 BP Review of the World's Energy, there are only about 50 years of 

oil and natural gas production remaining.  However, this is just an estimate, as it only holds if 11

productions levels do not change and no new reserves are discovered. 

9 “Are We Running Out of Oil?” The Environmental Literacy Council. 
10 ibid 
11 Hannah Ritchie. “How Long Before We Run Out of Fossil Fuels,” Our World In Data. 2017. 



These theories, however, are not without opposition. Some in the oil and gas industry 

point to new advancements in technology that allow for new access to reserves. In 2015, BP 

stated that technology like fracking, which allows producers to reach shale,tight oil, and gases, 

will result in doubling of global reserves by 2050. If this prediction is true, it would mean the 

global supply would nearly double what is needed to sustain global demand until 2050.  12

What concerns some researchers more than the possible depletion of oil and natural gas 

reserves is the impacts that continued use of oil and natural gas will have on the environment. In 

order to keep global average temperatures from rising more than two degrees, an increase that 

would likely cause significant environmental changes, global carbon emissions could not exceed 

275 billion tonnes. However, burning all remaining reserves without any carbon capture 

technology would result in 750 billions tonnes of carbon emissions.  Thus, these researchers 13

believe that global usage of fossil fuels will have to end before reserves run out in order to 

prevent ecological disaster. 

Moreover, there are serious environmental consequences of the new practices that allow 

for the recovery of shale and tight oils and gases. Fracking has been suspected of causing 

tremors in the surrounding areas. It also requires large amounts of water. Given the increasing 

difficulty of releasing oil and natural gas, the amount of water used in the fracking process is 

‘more than 28 times the water it did 15 years ago”.  This is especially troubling given that only a 14

small fraction of this water is recoverable after it is used for fracking.  Given that water itself is a 15

scarce resource, many researchers question if fracking is its best usage. 

 

United Nations Involvement 

12 Reuters. “The Earth is Not Running Out of Oil and Gas, BP Says,” The Telegraph. 2015.  
13 Hannah Ritchie. “How Long Before We Run Out of Fossil Fuels,” Our World In Data. 2017. 
14 Bobby Magill. “Water Use Raises as Fracking Expands,” Scientific American. 2015. 
15 ibid 



One of the most recent and notable United Nations accords relating to oil and natural gas 

production is the 2015 Paris Agreement. This agreement intends to reduce global greenhouse 

gas emissions in order to keep global average temperatures from rising more than two degrees. 

Unlike previous climate agreements, the Paris Accords lay out a long term plan to deal with 

balancing greenhouse gases produced by humans and greenhouse gas absorption by plants and 

the ocean.  16

However, many argue that the Paris Agreement does not do enough to limit the negative 

effects of fossil fuels like oil and natural gas. After the agreement was announced, Greenpeace 

Director Kumi Naidoo stated “the Paris Agreement is only one step on a long road, and there are 

parts of it that frustrate and disappoint me, but it is progress”.  Many of the original goals to cut 17

emission set forth by countries were never enough to achieve the two degree goal. Though there 

were plans to increase goals as time went on, this has not been seen and countries are facing 

difficulty reaching these initial goals.  18

In June of 2017 United States President Donald Trump announced that the United States 

would be pulling out of the Paris Agreement. This is troubling given that the United States’ 

withdrawal of the Kyoto Protocol of 1997, another agreement to reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions, was one of the main reasons for the agreement’s failure. Further, the United States 

accounts for about 15% of greenhouse gas emissions.  The United States was also set to provide 19

major funding to developing nations in their fight to reduce emissions. Without their support, it 

appears that it will be difficult, if not unlikely, to reach the set goals in the Paris agreement. 

Ultimately, as a General Assembly committee, UNEP has no enforcement powers and 

can only provide frameworks for each country to integrate into their own systems. Thus, it is the 

16 Helen Briggs. “What is in the Paris Climate Agreement?” BBC News. 2017. 
17 ibid 
18 Brady Dennis. “To Date, We Have Failed,” National Post. 2018. 
19 Helen Briggs. “What is in the Paris Climate Agreement?” BBC News. 2017. 



job of future United Nations meetings to create an agreement that provides a strong framework 

as well as the flexibility for each member state to create policies most practical to their nation. 

 

Questions to Consider 

● What are the economic impacts on the decreasing levels of oil and natural gas? 

● Should research efforts focus on finding cleaner ways to extract and use oil and gas or on 

renewable energy? Both? 

● How should the world prepare for the eventual transition from oil and natural gas to 

renewable energy sources? 

● Consider the downfalls of the Paris Agreement and Kyoto Protocol. What can the 

international community learn for these and what can this committee do to remedy 

them? 

 

Resources 

The UNEP website has a lot of great articles with timely information about environmental policy 

and research: 

● https://www.unenvironment.org 

Glen Peters of Cicero provides a good crash course to understanding the environmental limits 

and impacts of carbon emissions: 

● https://www.cicero.oslo.no/no/posts/klima/how-much-carbon-dioxide-can-we-emit 

 

Topic 2: Global Threats to Marine Life 

 

Introduction 

https://www.unenvironment.org/
https://www.cicero.oslo.no/no/posts/klima/how-much-carbon-dioxide-can-we-emit


Oceans account for around 71% of the earth’s surface. However, the world’s oceans are 

under serious ecological pressure. According to the Intergovernmental Oceanographic, 60% of 

marine ecosystems “have been degraded or are being used unsustainably.”  Without serious 20

changes to the treatment of oceans, more than 50% of marine species will face extinction by 

2100.  Threats to marine life can be divided into four main categories: pollution, overfishing, 21

climate change, and ocean acidification. 

Pollution poses a major threat to marine life. As of 2017, there was an estimated five 

trillion pieces of plastic in the ocean and over eight million tonnes are added each year.  If this 22

rate of pollution continues there would be by weight more plastic in the ocean than fish by 

around 2050.  Not only does plastic pollute the water, but also threatens the livelihood of 23

marine life. In 2015 it was reported that 700 different marine species are threatened by plastics 

in the ocean.  Furthermore, 40,000 marine animals were recorded to be found entangled in or 24

having had swallowed debree.  Certain marine species are impacted more severely than others. 25

For example, 84% of sea turtles have been impacted by plastic pollution.  Deep sea creatures 26

are impacted by pollution as well. Researchers in the West Isle of Scotland found plastic in 45% 

of the fish found at 2,000 feet below sea level.  One of the main plastics found at this level were 27

microplastics, which are small pieces of plastic found in cosmetic products.  

One of the most prevalent sources of pollution is often the most difficult to control. 

Referred to as “nonpoint source runoff,” this type of pollution is the result of runoff from 

factories, farms, septic tanks, and cars.  Chemical runoff from factories alters the water’s 28

20 “Facts and Figures on Marine Biodiversity,” UNESCO. 2017. 
21 ibid 
22 “Getting Serious about Overfishing,” The Economist. 2017. 
23 ibid 
24 “Man-made Debris Putting Marine Animals at Extinction Risk,” Business Standard. 2015. 
25 ibid 
26 Kerry Taylor-Smith. “How Plastic Pollution Is Affecting the OCean Wildlife,” 2018. 
27ibid 
28 “What is the Biggest Source of Pollution in the Ocean?” NOAA’s National Ocean Service. 2018. 



oxygen levels, killing marine plants and coastal shellfish.  Estimates suggest that two-thirds of 29

shellfish habitats are negatively affected by runoff.  Nonpoint source runoff does not have to be 30

unnatural sources. Dirt from farming is a main cause of runoff. Clearing plots of land and 

plowing for farming results in loose top oil which can easily be washed off by rain and into the 

ocean.  Despite the harmful effects of nonpoint source runoff, it is very difficult to contain, as 31

once it has entered the waterways it disperses easily. 

 

Fig 2. NOAA. What is the Biggest Source of Pollution in the Ocean? 2018 . 
Overfishing has also had severe impacts on the world’s oceans. In its simplest form, 

“ overfishing is catching too many fish at once, so the breeding population becomes too depleted 

to recover,” according to the Environmental Defense Fund. The main cause of overfishing is 

poor management of fisheries. Often, the commercial fishing industry is extremely wasteful. 

Unwanted fish species or pieces, left in nets too long to survive, are discarded.  Referred to by 32

researchers as “bycatch,” the World Wildlife Foundation estimates that 38.4 million tonnes of 

undesired fish and other marine life is caught annually.  The magnitude of overfishing varies by 33

29 “Threats Facing The Oceans and Their Species,” National Geographic. 2017. 
30 “What is the Biggest Source of Pollution in the Ocean?” NOAA’s National Ocean Service. 2018. 
31ibid 
32 “Overfishing: The Oceans’ Most Serious Environmental Problem,” Environmental Defense Fund. 2018. 
33 “Facts & Figures: The Cold Hard Facts about Overfishing,” WWF. 2017. 



region. Thirty-nine percent of fish in the North East Atlantic are considered overfished 

compared to a staggering 88% in the Mediterranean and Black Sea.  34

As a remedy to overfishing, many countries have begun developing aquacultures, or fish 

farms. China has been a leader in this industry. By 2014, 50% of fish eaten in China were grown 

at an aquaculture.  However, aquaculture is not without its critics. Skeptics point out that 35

despite these fish being raised on a farm, they are still being fed smaller bait fish caught 

unsustainably in the ocean.  A Greenpeace estimate found that 30% of fish caught in inland 36

China were being used as feed.  Thus, without further attempts to separate itself from 37

unsustainable fisheries, aquacultures will continue to support overfishing. Additionally, given 

that aquaculture is a relatively new industry, there are still gaps in oversight legislation, leading 

to corruption and unsafe practices. Some investigators have found illegal trade within the 

aquaculture community as well as unsafe treatment of fish, all of which pose risk to consumers.

 38

 

Fig 3. The Economist. Getting Serious About Overfishing. 2017. 

34 ibid 
35 “Getting Serious about Overfishing,” The Economist. 2017. 
36 ibid 
37 Zhang Chun. “Chinese Aquaculture is Driving Fisheries to the Brink,” China Dialogue. 2017. 
38 ibid 



Climate change impact marine life in a mirad of way. Ocean temperatures are rising at an 

alarming rate. Over the past century, oceans have warmed 0.1 degrees Celsius, which has lead to 

the death of much of the alege that keeps coral reefs alive.   As the algae disappeared due to the 39

rising temperatures, the coral is left extremely vulnerable: this state is called coral bleaching. 

Though this does not inherently mean that the coral will die, it does leave it subject to shrinkage 

and starvation that typically cause coral deaths.  The effects of this can be seen most clearly in 40

the coral bleaching in the Great Barrier Reef off the coast of Australia. In 2016, more than 50% 

of the Northern section of the reef died.  Reef researcher Terry Hughes believes that in many 41

ways, the entire ecosystem of the reef has collapsed.  42

Climate change also affects marine species behavior and migratory patterns. Warming 

water means that many fish are moving closer to the poles in search of cooler temperatures. For 

example, Researchers at the University of Bristol have observed the Atlantic Flounder, a fish 

that thrives in cool and shallow water, has been migrating further and further north. This poses 

a serious threat to the fish, as the cooler northern water is also much deeper and thus less 

suitable for their survival.  Additionally, different species are moving at different rates, 43

completely disrupting the food web and ecological balance in the oceans. 

Oceans, like forest, are large consumers of CO 2, turning the gas into carbonic acid. 

Today, the oceans consume a third of CO2 produced by humans.  However, as humans continue 44

to produce large amount of carbon dioxide, the ocean is unable to sustainably consume it, 

resulting in rising ocean acidity. Average surface measurements of pH have dropped by 0.1 

units, which equates to a 25% increase in acidity from the natural variation.  45

39 Greg Stone. “The Five Biggest Threats to Our Oceans,” The Huffington Post. 2014. 
40 Rod Fujita. “5 Ways Climate Change is Affecting Our Oceans,” Environmental Defense Fund.” 2013. 
41 Robinson Meyer. “Since 2016, Half of All Coral in the Great Barrier Reef has Died.” The Atlantic. 2018. 
42 ibid 
43 “Getting Serious about Overfishing,” The Economist. 2017. 
44 Rod Fujita. “5 Ways Climate Change is Affecting Our Oceans,” Environmental Defense Fund.” 2013. 
45 ibid 



Like climate change, ocean acidification also disrupts the balance of the food chain. The rising 

rates of acidity threaten many species of plankton. This is a problem, as plankton is a key block 

in the food chain and is integral to the survival of larger fish.  Additionally, increased levels of 46

carbonic acid in the water dissolves the calcium-carbonate shells of crustaceans like crabs and 

oysters, making it hard to protect themselves.  Higher pH also impacts the reproduction of 47

marine life. Fish and crustacean eggs cannot withstand the higher acidity, leading to mass egg 

failure.  Without changes to remedy to the acidification, the entire marine ecosystem is at risk 48

of collapse. 

There are also devastating human consequences to these four threats to marine life. 

According to the Environmental Defense Fund, three billion people depend on fish as their main 

source of protein.  Continued unsustainable fishing trends will lead to the eventual collapse of 49

the fishing industry and a major global food crisis. Sustainable fishing habits, where fish 

populations could reproduce at a healthy rate, would result in more people being fed.  A PEW 50

research study found that if countries with undernourishment of more than 5% had sustainable 

fishing practices, 20 million more people could have been fed.  Further, there are serious 51

economic implication of poor marine management. For example, further changes to the marine 

environments could endanger the fishing community integral to the Gulf of Mexico, costing up 

to ten billion US dollars in revenue.  The economies and cultures of small coastal communities 52

and nations depend on the health of the ocean for their own livelihoods. Without serious global 

changes and new marine protection, these communities stand at the edge of collapse. 

46 “Fact and Figures on Marine Biodiversity 
47 “Getting Serious about Overfishing,” The Economist. 2017. 
48 “What is Ocean Acidification,” PMEL. 2018. 
49  “Overfishing: The Oceans’ Most Serious Environmental Problem,” Environmental Defense Fund. 2018. 
50 U.T. Srinivasan. “Overfishing Trends and the Global Food Crisis,” Pew Research. 2010. 
51 ibid 
52 Perrin Ireland. “What You Need to Know About Ocean Acidification,” NRDC. 2018. 



 

Fig 4. Srinivasan. Overfishing Trends and the Global Food Crisis. 2010. 

United Nations Involvement 

The United Nations and UNEP have long been invested in protecting and promoting the 

health of the oceans. In the 1982 Law of the Sea Convention, which established international 

guidelines for usages of and obligations to the oceans, included provisions important to 

protecting marine environments and biodiversity. This agreement also established that the 

UNEP would be the body that acts to protect the wellbeing of the oceans and seas.  

More recently, in 2014, the United Nations General Assembly adopted a resolution on 

sustainable fisheries in hopes of reversing some of the negative effects of overfishing. This 

resolution also called on individual states to evaluate the impacts that climate change and 

acidification have the fish stocks used by their people.  Members agreed that increased 53

protection of the oceans and marine life are pressing issues and that more attention should be 

put on these issues in coming meetings.  54

Most recently, in 2017 Fiji and Sweden hosted the United Nations Ocean Conference in 

New York. The goal of this meeting was to increase global awareness for the state of the oceans 

at multiple levels. Representatives from 200 countries, including politicians, activist, 

53 “General Assembly Adopts Sustainable Fisheries Resolution,” United Nations. 2014. 
54 ibid 



influencers, and business leaders all came together to address how to sustainably use the ocean 

and protect it for future generations. During the conference leaders from small island nations 

like Fiji, Palau, and Tuvalu who are most impacted by changes to the ocean were able to make 

their case to world leaders about what needs to be done.  The conference culminated with 55

pledges from many participants to reduce plastic debris in their waters. China, Thailand, 

Indonesia, and the Philippines, who are leading causes of ocean pollution, agreed to reduce their 

footprint through increased education and financial incentives.  Additionally, there were grants 56

to create new marine sanctuaries and agreements with fishing companies to institute more 

sustainable practices.  

Despite the progress made over the past several years in protecting marine life, there is 

still a lot more to be done. Director of the International Conservation at Pew Charitable Trust, 

Elizabeth Wilson, believes that the 2017 conference " meeting will be followed by a whole series 

of other meetings that we hope will be impacted in a positive way."  A follow up conference to 57

evaluate the progress made and the challenges faced is set to occur in 2020. Until then, ocean 

and marine life conservation will remain a priority as “[conservation] and [sustainable] use the 

oceans, seas and marine resources” is the Sustainable Development Goal #14 that the United 

Nations hopes to achieve by 2030.  58

 

Questions to Consider 

● Consider how these threats to marine life are interconnected. How can you address 

multiple threats under one solution? 

● How do communities reduce overfishing while still providing for community needs? 

55 Richard Roth. “At first UN Ocean Conference, Island Nations Plead for Help,” CNN. 2017. 
56 Roger Harrabin. “Asian Nations Make Plastic Oceans Promise,” BBC News. 2017. 
57 Damien Peck. “World Oceans Day: Pacific Leaders Appeal for Action,” ABC News. 2017. 
58 “Goal 14: Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform,” United Nations, 2017. 



● Should focus be put on improving aquacultures or improving the sustainability of 

fishing? 

● How can aquacultures make their processes more sustainable? 

 

Resources 

The documentary Mission Blue provides some really good insight into a wide array of issues 

harming oceans. It can be found on Netflix and Youtube. 

● https://www.netflix.com/title/70308278 

UNEP has a lot of timely articles about oceanic research that may be applicable to this 

committee. 

● https://www.unenvironment.org/explore-topics/oceans-seas 

Clear overview of overfishing and its impacts. 

● https://www.woi.economist.com/getting-serious-about-overfishing/ 

The Ocean Conservancy offers a good overview of ocean acidification. 

● https://oceanconservancy.org/ocean-acidification/  
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