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Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel  
 

The Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel, administered by UNEP, advises the Global Environment Facility 
 
Side event at the 5th International Marine Debris Conference 
“Seeking Global and Regional Solutions to Marine Debris Problem” 
 
Wednesday, March 23, 8:30am-1:30pm (Conference room is available until 2 pm sharp) 
 
Hosted by: The Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel of the Global Environment Facility 
(STAP-GEF) 
 
Background 
In recent years, the geographical scale and magnitude of marine debris problems in open ocean 
areas has attracted renewed media attention. Marine debris concentrations are becoming 
increasingly visible and of concern both, in the coastal areas and open ocean. The largest known 
open ocean example is located in the North Pacific Convergence Zone, covers an estimated area 
of about 270,000 km2 and perhaps as much as 15 mln km2 and is characterized by an exceptionally 
high concentration of pelagic plastics and other types of debris. The evidence is growing that 
similar ‘garbage patches’ exist in the other four major oceanic gyres, including Northern and 
Southern Atlantic, Indian Ocean and South Pacific. Although large pieces of plastic garbage are 
most obvious, small-size (micro-) plastics in subsurface layers seem to represent a major 
component of marine debris and are shown to be primarily from land-based sources. Other 
important sources of debris include abandoned fishing nets, ship-borne litter and other wastes. The 
longevity of plastic in the marine environment is estimated to be hundreds or even thousands of 
years. This legacy effect indicates that some of the plastic debris observed in the ocean was 
discarded decades ago starting with the mass production of plastics that commenced in the 1950s. 
Emerging evidence on the geographical distribution and scale of marine debris and its multiple 
impacts on human health, marine biodiversity, transport of persistent organic pollutants, endocrine 
disrupting and other chemicals, plus the impacts on marine transportation and tourism as well as 
economies of impacted countries, particularly those of island and coastal states, means that marine 
debris is part of the “tragedy of the global commons”. Solving this problem requires a concerted 
international response at the global, regional and national levels.  
 
The problem of marine debris in the ocean in general and plastics particularly results from a lack of 
effective global, regional and national strategies to address sources of waste on land and in the 
sea. At the 65th Session, the UN General Assembly urged states to support measures aimed at 
prevention, reduction and pollution control from any source of marine debris. A Resolution called on 
states to cooperate regionally and subregionally to implement joint prevention and recovery 
programmes for marine debris (A/65/L.20). The legal framework for marine debris regulation is set 
out in the UNCLOS and its articles regulating protection and preservation of the marine 
environment. The issue of sea-based sources of marine litter are addressed by the two IMO 
administered conventions and their respective protocols (MARPOL 73/78 and the London Protocol, 
respectively1), but these conventions and their protocols lack enforcement and legal instruments 
are insufficient. Some provisions related to marine debris problems can be found in several 
multilateral environmental agreements and global voluntary mechanisms. The only 
intergovernmental initiative that directly addresses the link between watersheds, the coastal zone 
and open ocean pollution by marine debris is UNEP’s Global Initiative on Marine Litter. Ideally, an 
international response to marine debris problem should target (i) monitoring and reporting of marine 
debris accumulation; (ii) mitigation of the contributing land-based and sea-based sources, and (ii) 
clean up measures. While national strategies and action plans on marine debris have been 
                                                      
1 International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution From Ships (1973) as modified by the Protocol of 1978 (or MARPOL 73/78) and 
the Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and Other Matter (1972) with its 1996 Protocol (London 
Convention). 
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developed and implemented in some countries, a coordinated global and regional response 
strategy is absent and is of the utmost importance to make a transformative impact on the problem 
of marine debris globally. 
 
SIDE EVENT PROPOSAL 
A proposed half day side event aims to elaborate the discussion on marine debris by focusing on a 
number of critical issues related to global and regional responses to marine debris in the coastal 
and open ocean areas or areas beyond national jurisdiction (ABNJ). This discussion should 
contribute to the development of the Honolulu Strategy “A Global Strategy for Prevention, 
Reduction, and Management of Marine Debris” proposed as one of the conference outcomes. This 
side event aims to build on the scientific expertise present at the conference while also bringing 
together representatives of intergovernmental organizations, small island states, scientists, policy 
makers from MEAs, civil society and the business community. 
 
The event is organized by the Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel (STAP) of the Global 
Environment Facility and would serve, inter alia, to help explore a specific role of the GEF in 
supporting global efforts aimed at addressing marine debris problem. The event would include a 
series of keynote presentations followed by a roundtable discussion leading to specific 
recommendations and possibly a statement. The following themes will be in the focus of the event: 
 

1. Review of the current knowledge about the impacts of marine debris on marine global 
biodiversity and the marine environment in general, including the impacts of transport of 
persistent, bioaccumulative and toxic substances; 

2. Review of the existing global governance framework for marine debris and identification 
of legal, institutional and management gaps including marine debris coverage under 
several multilateral environmental agreements; 

3. Successes and challenges at the regional level: perspectives from Regional Seas 
Conventions; 

4. Role of industries and potential for public-private partnerships at the global and regional 
levels; 

5. Prioritization of global and regional response actions to marine debris problem: setting 
short-term targets as a part of a long-term transformation. 

 
About STAP: 
The Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel (STAP) of the Global Environment Facility (GEF) is an 
independent advisory body to the GEF comprises six expert advisers supported by a Secretariat, 
which are together responsible for connecting the GEF to the most up to date, authoritative, and 
globally representative science. STAP (i) provides objective, strategic scientific and technical 
advice on GEF policies, operational strategies, programs and on projects and programmatic 
approaches; (ii) interacts in a complementary manner with other relevant scientific and technical 
bodies, particularly with the subsidiary bodies of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity, the UN 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Convention to Combat Desertification and the 
Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants; (iii) in areas in which the GEF is not 
operating as a convention’s financial mechanism, the STAP provides scientific and technical advice 
on priorities for GEF funding. 


