
Shanghai Model United Nations XIX 2017 | Research Reports 

Forum:  UN Environment Assembly 

Issue: The Impact of Pollution on Marine Life 

Student Officer: Sawoong Min 

Position:  Deputy President  

 
Introduction 

 Oceans make up two thirds of earth. They are undoubtedly a vital and essential part of not only 

our everyday lives, but of all organisms on earth. Humans have lived and thrived fishing and swimming 
in the oceans that surround our very homes, yet we have been polluting them ever since.  

Previously, people thought that the oceans were so vast that no amount of waste dumped into 
them would cause any damage. Little did they know, the pollution they introduced to the otherwise 
perfectly normal marine ecosystems would have detrimental effects. Moreover, in recent decades, those 
very oceans have been experiencing devastating waves of pollution, 80% of which is man-made. From 
fertilizers to plastic, the industrial revolution has led to a surplus of waste being disposed of into the 
ocean. Marine pollution comes in all forms. Agricultural waste, oil spills, sewage disposals, and even 
human waste cause irreversible damage to marine ecosystems. Although it may be too late to fix the 
mistakes mankind has made in the past, it is not too late to prevent further damage to the environment 
we rely so heavily on. 

  

Definition of Key Terms 

Acidification 

A common phenomenon in any debate concerning pollution’s impacts on the environment. 
Acidification is, hence the name, the phenomenon where the ocean gets more acidic due to the 
increasing levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. Naturally being a carbon sink, surplus amounts of 
carbon harms the waters by altering living conditions for organisms that not only reside in the water, but 
rely on the water.  

Eutrophication 

This term refers to the increasing of nutrients or certain chemicals in bodies of water. The effects 
of this can be seen in rivers emptying into the ocean. The excess nutrients coming fromd fertilizers, 
waste from humans and livestock, and other sources of artificial runoff inflicts significant damage to 

Research Report Topic| Page !  of !1 7



Shanghai Model United Nations XIX 2017 | Research Reports 

marine ecosystems. An excess of oxygen-depleting chemicals can lead to a dead zone, and/or 
hypoxia(lack of oxygen). 

Micro-plastics 

These plastic beads are less than 5mm in diameter, and are becoming a staple in several 
exfoliating(soap, hand-sanitizer, face-wash) and many other cleansing products and markets. These 
microplastics are becoming a concern due to their almost unnoticeable size. Because of their tiny size, 
most water filtration systems and cleansing facilities cannot properly remove all of the beads, resulting in 
a leak into oceans. These tiny beads of plastic, like regular plastics are devastating towards organisms 
because of their similarity to food in appearance. Furthermore, the beads are an artificial exfoliator, 
which means they are coated with toxins that leech out into the ocean.  

Background Information 

Marine Pollution is an ever-growing issue. Types of pollution affecting marine life include: oil 
spills, gas leaks, and runoff debris - to name a few. In most cases of marine pollution, the cause is from 
agricultural runoff.  
Types of Marine Pollution  

 Land Runoff 

 Land Runoff, the most common type of marine pollution occurs when chemicals from 

modern farming techniques and urban runoff from the construction of roads, buildings, channels 
etc drain into the ocean.  
Ship Pollution 
 Another common type of marine pollution is from ships. Ship pollution can come in all 
forms, but most often occur from small leaks of gas or oil from ships. Despite the miniscule 
amount of waste leaking out of a single ship, when added up with the thousands of ships in the 
ocean, the effects become unimaginable. The most disastrous type of marine pollution is 
undoubtedly oil spills.. Although they occur quite rarely, oil spills are catastrophic towards marine 
environments. Their effects are so devastating because not only is crude oil severely toxic 
towards marine organisms and to the environment, but it is almost impossible to clean up.   
Plastic Debris 

Around 80% of marine debris is plastic, and that number has been rapidly increasing 
every-since the versatile material’s creation. Plastic gets disposed in water through landfills, 
fishermen, and civilian littering. The excess amount of plastic floating around the ocean poses a 
significant threat to the animals and organisms of the ocean. Many species mistaken plastic for 
prey, resulting in accidental consuming of the non-biodegradable material. This infiltration of 
plastic does not only occur to the diet of organisms. Through years of photodegrading from the 
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sun, plastic eventually does become microscopic. This, however, does not solve the problem in 
any way. As they become tiny and appear to be similar to plankton in size, organisms like jellyfish 
consume the plastic. Thus, plastic integrates itself into the marine environment. Moreover, plastic 
can be harmful due to its toxic properties. Toxic additives that are added to the plastic during 
manufacturing can effect the ocean negatively, as the toxins become one with the water. These 
toxins can bio accumulate in the water, causing organisms to suffer massive changes in their 
environments. A newly and rapidly increasing concern is forming for microplastics.  

Specific Pollutants 

Oil 
Contrary to popular belief, oil spills only result in around 12% of all the oil leaked into the 

ocean. In fact, most of the leaked oil comes from sewage and waste runoff from cities. Also, oil 
can be highly poisonous to animals when accidentally consumed or soaked up. Oil destroys the 
insulating abilities of fur, which can be detrimental towards organisms relying on the fur, such as 
polar bears who live in the extreme cold. Furthermore, oil destroys the water-repellency of a birds 
feathers, which can cause significant damage from the change in environment. This loss of 
water-repellency can often lead to death from hypothermia (when the body temperature drops 
below normal for extended periods of time) Also, oil spills can often cause birds to lose the ability 
to fly, which is crucial in their sustainment of lives. Often in the cases of oil spills, specialized 
scientists and workers have to treat the organisms and the environment effected. This includes 
rehabilitation, restoration, and recovery of the environment and its inhabitants.  

To Classify oils, there are mainly “light” oils and “heavy” oils. The light oils, like diesel and 
gasoline, are extremely flammable and can evaporate very quickly, This makes the cleanup 
process easier for recovery agents, as light oils tend to evaporate and disappear by themselves 
naturally. Despite these pros, light oil spills come with significant negative effects, Firstly, some 
light oils may explode or light on fire by themselves. Because of their light composition and airy 
buildup, the right amount of gases in the atmosphere can trigger sudden explosions or 
combustions. Once lit on fire, these light gases tend to stay lit for an extended period of time, 
which can prove to be devastating towards marine environments. Secondly, most light oils such 
as gasoline are poisonous. They can harm animals and humans who inhale, consume, or even 
come into contact with them, and can even result in death. On the other hand, Heavy oils are 
pretty much the opposite. While it lasts forever and is difficult to clean up, most heavy oils are 
generally less toxic than light oils. The most negative effect of heavy oil is that, as 
aforementioned, oil can coat and prevent the insulating properties of animal fur and feathers, and 
lead to death from hypothermia, In between these two types of oils is a more rare type of oil, 
known as “medium” oils. These oils last a moderate amount of time in the ocean if not cleaned 
up, and their toxicity is also moderate. These oils can have both long-lasting and devastating 
effects on the environment, which is why the concern for oil leakage is ever-present. Basically, 
every and all oils are toxic and have negative effects towards the marine environment, and 
regulation needs to be enforced.  
Fertilizers 
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Fertilizers reach marine ecosystems mainly through runoffs. These toxic chemicals and 
substances have horrible effects on the environment, as well as its inhabitants. Their high levels 
of nitrogen are spread and dispersed into the water. Bodies of water naturally contain a certain 
amount of nitrogen, which helps sustain algae and plant growth within the ecosystem. However, 
having a surplus of nitrogen from fertilizers causes booms, or explosions of algae and certain 
plant growth. As the algae exponentially grows, harmful toxins are released into the water. A 
small dose of the toxins generally never have harmful effects on marine life, however a surplus of 
harmful toxins can obviously be detrimental towards all organisms and marine life. Furthermore, 
all algae require enormous amounts of oxygen to grow. This in turn can deplete the ocean of 
oxygen, causing several problems. In extreme cases, where the algae growth becomes 
completely out of control, entire ecosystems may be shut down, creating what is known as “dead” 
spots. These dead spots are parts of the ocean where no other organism can properly live and 
reproduce.  
Toxic Chemicals 

Through decades of toxic chemicals being dumped into the ocean, pretty much every 
single organism and structure in the ocean has come into contact with some sort of man-made 
artificial chemical. Every year, there are over 150,000 new artificial compounds created by man, 
with over 10,000 of those being highly toxic. Through landfill dumping and other forms of waste, 
toxic chemicals have affected the entirety of the marine ecosystem, from photoplankton to larger 
animals. Plankton absorb the chemicals as they feed. Because these toxic chemicals do not 
break down easily, the concentration of toxic waste increases in the plankton. The predators that 
consume plankton also in turn receive an increased level of toxins in their diet, which creates a 
butterfly effect and affects the entire marine ecosystem. This even influences humans, who 
frequently consume fish and other marine organisms. This has been proven to lead to increased 
chances of cancer, detrimental effects to the immune system, and endocrine system.  

Examples of toxic waste in our modern world include metal and solvents from industrial 
manufacturing. These chemicals are often found in bodies of water, and have proven to cause 
negative effects on anything they come into contact with. More specifically, metals and solvents 
have been found to slow development of organisms, including humans who consume marine 
organisms. This can make them infertile in extreme cases, and even result in death.  

Pesticides are also a commonly found toxic waste in oceans. Pesticides are highly 
poisonous and can even kill marine organisms or have detrimental effects, in turn affecting 
humans who consume these organisms as well. Pesticides are generally introduced into the 
marine ecosystem through agricultural runoffs, although they have been found to leak from 
manufacturing companies’ factories.  
Sound 
 Sound pollution is actually an extremely prominent figure when it comes to pollutants of 
marine ecosystems. Passing ships, underwater sonic and seismic surveys, naval low-frequency 
sonars, and oil exploration drills all produce a massive amount of sound. Because of water’s 
properties, sound travels much faster and can span a much larger distance than it can on land. 
Furthermore, because of the lack of light in the ocean, especially in the darker and deeper parts, 
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many seawater creatures rely on sound to communicate and travel. After World War 2, noise 
levels in the pacific ocean averaged at around 10 decibels, ten times of what it used to be 20 
years ago. As a result, species that rely on sound to communicate like whales have either had to 
“speak louder” or have lost the ability to communicate with their peers. These communications 
involve mating calls, prey notifications, and several other pieces of vital information organisms 
need in order to properly survive. Thus, the increase of sound and the introduction of sound 
pollution has greatly devastated several marine ecosystems and have destroyed their ability to 
communicate, with fatal results.   

  
  

  

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

Country or Organization  

United States of America 
Being one of the world’s leaders in the prevention of marine pollution, the US has taken great strides 
towards combatting this issue. It  
Chile  
Chile was one of the first to follow America in expanding its marital borders, to the common standard of 
12 nautical miles in 1945. This was another model for member nations to follow at that day and age. 
Peru  
Again, Peru was one of the first nations that expanded their marital borders. This action helped set an 
example for the rest of the world to soon follow.  
International Maritime Organization   
Formerly known as the Inter-Governmental Maritime Consultative Organization (IMCO), the IMO mainly is 
responsible for regulating shipping and the transporting of goods in the ocean. This organization was 
established at the Geneva Conference in 1948, and has been a prominent member of th 

Timeline of Events 
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Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

• U.N. GENERAL ASSEMBLY RESOLUTION ON PREVENTION OF MARINE POLLUTION, 12 January 
1970 (A/RES/2566) 

Ensuring Sustainability of World’s Fisheries, 6 December 2011, (GA/11185) 

• 66th General Assembly, Maintaining Sustainable Fisheries, 9 December 2014, (GA/11599) 

• United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea(UNCLOS) 

• The UNCLOS is an agreement that establishes nations roles and rights in their respective lands and 
fisheries of the ocean. Created in 1974, the treaty also describes an agreement on how to “properly” 
utilize the ocean’s natural resources fairly.  

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 
 The EPA has enacted several policies and treaties to combat Marine Pollution, including 
restricting pollution outtakes from ships, reducing marine debris, and prohibiting ocean dumping. 
Furthermore, the  National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) has implemented new 
sources of energy, in order to reduce off-shore drilling for oil. They have consistently been providing 
information and records on the frequency of ocean drilling, proving to be a beneficial partner to the 
United Nations Environment Assembly.  

Possible Solutions 

Date 
1956 

1945  

Description of event 
United Nations holds its very first Conference on the Law of the Sea 
(UNCLOS I)  

President Harry Truman of the united states extends the United State’s 
control to all the natural resources of its continental shelf.

May 25, 1980  International Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS) comes 
into force. 

November 19, 1994
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) comes 
into force.  
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 Solutions to this issue can be separated into two main categories. One being reinforcing and 
restricting man-made leaks and waste going into the oceans, and the other would be strengthening 
clean-up procedures and policies.  
 Short term solutions could include dealing with the waste produced from manufacturing. Certain 
plastic or toxic waste could be turned into energy through newly invented technology, reducing the need 
for disposal of potentially harmful substances.  
 Long term solutions include reinforcing government regulations on manufacturing and industrial 
waste. Furthermore, regulations regarding the use of eco-friendly pesticides and fertilizers need to be 
implemented, despite its costly procedure. Furthermore, proper sewage treatment need to be put into 
action, as almost 36% of all marine waste comes from sewages and human waste. This in turn means 
that better filtration systems need to be created and sustained, which can have additional benefits like 
the ability to filter out micro-plastics.  
 However, simply restricting and regulating is not enough to solve this issue. Proper education 
needs to be provided to citizens of member nations, to ensure a universal understanding of the degree of 
harm pollution inflicts on marine ecosystems. Social media platforms can be utilized to further spread the 
word and educate civilians on the devastating effects of marine pollution.  
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