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Introduction 

For much of the developed world, waste is simply an afterthought. It goes from hand to trash can, 

and then into the assumption that it’s properly processed and handled. However, that is not true in many 

cases. The UN Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) estimates that 99% of all purchased goods 

are thrown away within 6 months of purchase, and more than 2 billion tons of  waste is produced 

annually in the world. 

Countries with different economic statuses have different methods of waste management. 

Countries can be split into 3 major categories: most developed countries (MDCs), developing countries, 

and least Developed Countries (LDCs). MDC’s have the most advanced, with developing nations trailing 

behind, both of which have 2 major non-sustainable methods of managing municipal solid waste (MSW) 

and other forms of waste: incineration and landfills. LDCs, on the other hand, lack regulated waste 

disposal and management.  

Solutions to sustainability have long been thought to be related to recycling and reprocessing 

waste, especially plastic waste. However, in recent years there have been issues surrounding waste 

recycling industries as well as questionable practices that said industries have done. Therefore, new 

practices must be adopted, or currently existing ones greatly improved, to improve global waste 

management and ensure sustainability. 
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Definition of Key Terms 

Waste 

Waste is defined by the Cambridge dictionary as “unwanted matter or material of any type, 

especially what is left after useful substances or parts have been removed.” For this chair report, please 

consider waste (except for radioactive waste) to be synonymous with words such as “trash” or “garbage.” 

Municipal Solid Waste 

Municipal Solid Waste (MSW) is waste generated from everyday activities and products, such as 

households, offices, shops, schools, etc. MSW is mainly composed of paper, plastic, rags, food waste, 

etc.  

More Developed Country 

Most Developed Countries (MDCs) are characterized as having a steady economy and human 

development. Economy is typically measured through income per capita of GDP per capita, and relative 

industrialization and infrastructure. MDCs include nations like the US, the UK, and France. 

Developing Country 

Developing Countries follow the same criteria as MDCs and having lower economic growth and 

less infrastructure is what places a country in the Developing Country category. Developing countries 

include Indonesia, Egypt, and Vietnam. 

Least Developed Country 

Least Developed Countries (LDCs) are determined by the UN through 3 sets of criteria: income, 

human assets, and economic vulnerability. LDCs include countries such as South Sudan, the DRC, and 

Laos. 

 

History 

The world’s introduction to large scale waste management and disposal came about in the age of 

industrialization (circa 1760). Increasing populations, crowded cities, and unregulated factories all led to 

unhygienic and unsanitary living conditions. It wouldn’t be until 1846, however, that legislation, the 

Nuisance Removal and Disease Prevention Act, would be introduced to the world, via implementation in 

the UK.  
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Between June 3rd and 14th 1992, the United Nations Conference on Environment and 

Development (UNCED), also called the Earth Summit, was held in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil between 178 

nations to pursue methods to protect Earth’s environment and sustainability. Out of the multiple 

documents agreed upon at the Earth Summit, among them were the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), also called the Global Warming Convention. The UNFCCC, 

over the years, would serve as the framework that the Kyoto Protocol (1997) and the Paris Accords 

(2015) would be added to.  

On March 22nd, 1989, the Conference of Plenipotentiaries in Basel, Switzerland adopted The 

Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Waste and their Disposal, 

usually called the Basel Convention. The goal of the convention was to reduce MDCs from shipping 

hazardous waste to LDCs to circumvent regulated waste disposal. 1995, the Ban Amendment was 

introduced to the Basel Convention, which called for a total ban on exporting hazardous waste. 

Currently, there are 187 parties to the treaty.  

On September 18th, 2000, the UN General Assembly issued the United Nations Millennium 

Declaration in the form of resolution A/RES/55/2. The Millennium Declaration had 8 Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs), which included eradicating extreme poverty and hunger, reducing child 

mortality, and ensuring environmental sustainability. MDG 7 was to ensure environmental sustainability. 

When results of the MDGs were examined in 2015, it was considered a success. Under the direction of 

MDG 7, incorrect management of ozone depleting substances were purged, and the ozone layer 

(damaged through incorrect management of ozone depleting substances) is expected to recover by 

2050. MDG 7 also saw to the increase of marine and terrestrial protected zones (key combatants to 

rising carbon emissions produced by inefficient waste management).  

After the MDGs ended in 2015, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were the next step 

for the General Assembly. On October 21st, 2015, the GA passed A/RES/70/1 “Transforming our world: 

the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.” The SDGs contained 17 goals designed to guarantee 

sustainable development in the next 15 years. Among the 17 SGDs, SDG 6 (clean water and sanitation), 

SDG 7 (affordable and clean energy), SDG 9 (industries, innovation, and infrastructure), and SDG 12 

(responsible consumption and production) are closely related to waste management. With the relative 

success of the MDGs, the SDGs are also expected to make progress on their respective goals. Given 

their relative recent adoption, it is yet to be seen whether the end result will be satisfactory. 
 

Key Issues 

Waste Management of MDCs and Developing Nations 
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Landfills is the conventional method to manage waste that can’t be recycled or burned. There 

are, however, two major problems that landfills face: limited space and leakage. There is only a finite 

amount of land on Earth, and as the number of landfills have increased over the years, the amount of 

land available for a landfill has also lessened, forcing governments and waste management companies 

to find even less environmentally friendly ways to manage waste. The second problem with landfills is 

the inevitable leakage that occurs after being sealed. Within the landfill itself, organic materials 

breakdown and release methane, a greenhouse gas. Toxic waste that is in the landfill eventually seeps 

out, through water that passes through the landfill.  

Incineration is another method used to dispose of waste. It has two main problems that make it 

an environmentally unfriendly method to dispose of waste. First, burning waste releases toxins into the 

air. While over the past 25 years, incinerators have improved in their ability to capture toxic materials, 

public safety depends too much on the design and build of individual incinerators. Furthermore, for every 

4 tons of waste an incinerator burns, 1 ton of ash is created, among which 10% is highly toxic. Disposal 

methods for toxic ashes usually run along the lines of dumping into landfills. A second problem with 

incineration is that it has become a profit-based business. Incinerators use waste as a fuel to generate 

power. However, as waste has decreased over the last few years due to an increase in recycling, 

incinerators have slowly lost waste to burn, and by extensions, lost revenue. To compensate for this, 

companies that own incinerators have started to buy recyclable waste to burn, which allows them to keep 

generating power and keep their doors open.  

Issues associated with LDCs 

While the previously mentioned waste disposal methods have environmentally damaging 

consequences, MDCs and developing countries both regulate it to prevent serious environmental 

damage (developing countries’ regulations aren’t as strict, but still exist). Advanced waste management 

in LDC’s, however, is almost non-existent. Waste management is expensive, and many small 

communities that populate LDC’s don’t have the financial ability to manage it. Individuals or communities 

often build amateur landfills or incinerators that don’t manage waste properly, leading to toxins quickly 

entering the environment. Population growth overwhelms the already-inefficient waste management 

structures, and between 400,000 and 1 million people die each year in LDCs is due to mismanaged 

waste.  

Ineffectiveness of Current Recycling Mechanisms 

According to the World Bank, more than 270 million tons of waste is recycled annually on a global 

scale. However, 50% of recyclable waste globally is not processed within the country it was created it. 

It’s important to note that most “recyclable waste” is made from plastic. Many MDCs, especially the G7, 
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export much of their waste overseas to be recycled, fueling a $200 billion industry of waste recycling. 

Before 2018, most of this exported waste was going to China and other southeast Asian countries. 

However, on December 31st, 2017, China declared that it was shutting its doors to Western waste, called 

the National Sword Policy. This declaration came from the fact that large amounts of “recyclable” waste 

originating from the West was either mislabeled or contaminated, making them unrecyclable. This in turn 

has caused waste disposal companies to find replacements for China in Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, 

and the Philippines. These nations, however, already have pre-existing issues with illegal recycling and 

unregulated procession of waste. To make matters worse, the entire industry has taken a hit, with waste 

costing less and less. This has caused waste that could have originally been recycled to be sent directly 

to a landfill, simply because landfills are the cheaper option. 

Global Population Increase 

An Increase in population is one of the main reasons that waste is being produced in increasing 

amounts. More people indicate more waste being produced. The waste that the average person or 

company produces is categorized as Municipal Solid Waste (MSW). In a 2016 report, the World Bank 

estimated that annual global waste production was projected to increase by 70% over the next 30 years, 

from 2.01 billion tons to 3.4 billion tons. Directly affected by an increase in waste production, current 

waste disposal processes are not enough to handle the amount of waste generated today, let alone 70% 

more waste.  

Radioactive Waste 

Radioactive Waste is spent nuclear fuel, the byproduct of nuclear power generation. Long term 

exposure to uncontained spent fuel can result in various forms of cancer and a decreased quality of life. 

When it’s first created, it’s stored in a spent fuel pool, storage areas meant to temporarily house spent 

fuel until it cools down. After that, it’s transported to a geological repository for indefinite storage. In 

recent years, however, repositories have run low, and increasing amounts of spent fuel are stored in a 

spent fuel pool, violating its original design of temporary storage. This increases the risk of accidents 

occurring, and given nuclear fuel’s lethal nature, any accident is almost guaranteed to cause loss of 

human life and extremely long-term damage to the environment. 

 

Major Parties Involved and Their Views 

United Nations Environment Program 

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) defines itself as the “leading global 

environmental authority that sets the global environmental agenda, promotes the coherent 
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implementation of the environmental dimension of sustainable development with the United Nations 

system, and serves as an authoritative advocate for the global environment.” The UNEP’s mission is 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.” 

United Nations Human Settlements Programme 

The United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat) is the “United Nations Agency 

for human settlements and mandated by the UN General Assembly to promote socially and 

environmentally sustainable towns and cities with the goal of providing adequate shelter for all” 

The World Bank Group 

The World Bank Group is composed of 5 institutions working towards the goals of “[ending] 

extreme poverty with a generation and boost shared prosperity.” By 2030, the World Bank aims to “end 

extreme poverty by decreasing the percentage of people living on less than $1.90 a day to no more than 

3%” and “promote shared prosperity by fostering income growth of the bottom 40% for every country.” It 

provides “low interest loans, zero to low-interest credits, grants to developing countries” to “support 

investments in areas such as education, health, public administration, infrastructure, financial and private 

sector development, agriculture, and environmental and natural resource management.” Additionally, it 

also helps developing countries and LDCs through “policy advice, research and analysis, and technical 

assistance.” 

UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs  

The UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA) is the department within the UN 

that carries out the development objectives of the UN. The UN DESA is “a pioneer of sustainable 

development and the home to the SDGs” and “helps countries make informed decisions by providing a 

wealth of information through [their] publications and databases and through [their] support for 

international deliberations at the UNGA, ECOSOC, Commissions, Forums, and other bodies.” 

 

Timeline of Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events 

Date Description of Event 

1760 
Beginning of the Industrial Age. This marked the beginning of widespread 
industrialization. The world saw the first factories appeared, and of course, the 
first pollution from unmanaged waste. 
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1864 

Nuisance Removal and Disease Prevention Act. The first ever law on waste 
management was what starts the ball rolling. This served as the precedent for 
governmental laws on collecting and disposing waste. 

3 – 14 June, 1992 
United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) took 
place in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. The place where the UNFCCC was agreed on. 

22 March 1992 

The Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements of 
Hazardous Waste and their Disposal as passed, which, along with the Ban 
amendment, stopped MDCs from exporting hazardous waste to LDCs or 
developing other countries in a practice referred by some as “toxic colonialism” 

18 September 2000 

The Millennium Development Goals were passed by the UN General 
Assembly. These contained 8 ambitious goals that the UN aimed to achieve to 
ensure sustainability for the new millennium. 

21 October 2015 

The Sustainable Development Goals were passed by the UN General 
Assembly. These were the successors to the relatively successful MDGs, and 
this time they aimed to accomplish 17 goals to ensure environmental and 
global sustainability. 

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events  

● Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 21 October 2015 2015 

(A/RES/70/1) 

● United Nations Millennium Declaration, 18 September 2000 (A/RES/55/2) 

● The Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Waste and 

their Disposal  

● United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

 

Evaluation of Previous Attempts to Resolve the Issue 

Current National Waste Management Mechanisms 

Almost every nation in the world has governmental or private organizations providing recycling to 

the people. As previously mentioned in the Key Issues sections, most developed and developing 

countries rely on 3 major methods of managing waste. As populations grow, incineration and landfills 

have lost their appeal to both the environment and public. Both methods increase carbon emissions and 

damage the environment, leading to the rise of the 3 method: recycling. As previously mentioned, 

recycling has its obvious drawbacks. Over the past few years, it has become increasingly clear the 

MDCs are not willing to handle their own waste, which has lead them to export it to developing countries. 
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Replacing China as the World's Leading Waste Processor 

Ever since China closed its doors to Western waste, smaller Southeast Asian countries have 

scrambled to take its place. In the span of year between 2017 and 2018, Vietnam saw its plastic scrap 

imports double while Indonesia’s rose 56%. However, these statistics pale in comparison to Thailand, 

which increased by 1,370%. However, the importation isn’t exactly legal. A raid in Laem Chabang in 

Thailand revealed that 95% of the imported plastic didn’t meet requirements for recycling, and that’s an 

issue that’s consistent across all the nations that have replaced China. While countries like Vietnam and 

Thailand to offer temporary relief from the recycling issue that the West faces, it worsens another set of 

issues, namely these countries’ unregulated waste reprocessing. When not processed properly, toxins 

can seep from factories into the soil and spreading to lands nearby, poisoning everything that lives in the 

area.  

 

Possible Solutions 

Establishing a waste exchange system 

One way to alleviate the current waste management crisis in Western nations would be to set up 

a system in which citizens are exchange properly sorted waste for something of monetary value. While 

this solution doesn’t necessarily solve the waste exportation issue, it does tackle the problem of 

incorrectly sorted or contaminated waste, which is often sent directly to landfills or incinerators. By 

ensuring that waste is properly sorted, it decreases the chance that the waste, whether its exported or 

processed domestically, has a better chance of being recycled and repurposed.  

Redefining the relationship with plastic 

The first source that manufactures turn to for creating plastic, which makes up the majority of 

potentially recyclable waste, is fossil fuel. But if fossil fuels can be replaced by used plastic that’s ready 

to be reprocessed into new plastic, it would break the linear pattern of fossil fuel to plastic to waste and 

transform it into a cyclical system in which plastic is used and reprocessed in a sustainable cycle. This 

builds on the first solution of using waste as a commodity as well as strengthens society’s perception of 

waste as valuable 
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Representation of cyclical system 
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Appendix or Appendices 

I. Millennium Development Goals: 
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/generalassembly/docs/globalc
ompact/A_RES_55_2.pdf  

II. Sustainable Development Goals : 
https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E 
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