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TOPIC 1: The Question of Promoting Sustainable Energy 
I. Introduction to Topic 

It is notable that most environmental experts have agreed that current 
predominant sources of energy such as fossil fuels are unsustainable and have 
contributed to the generation of greenhouse gases, accelerating climate change and 
global warming as a result.1 This is exacerbated by an increase in demand for air-
conditioning in countries with rapidly growing middle classes, such as China and 
India. It is estimated that this new demand, alongside with other domestic and 
industrial demands, will lead to a 50% increase in global consumption of energy by 
2040.2 Pro-fossil fuel sentiment remains strong, particularly in large countries, such 
as the United States of America, China, and Russia.3 Since the election of Donald 
Trump as the President of the United States in 2016, the US government has moved 
to cut funding for sustainable energy, most notably the 72% cut in funding for the 
Energy Department’s Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy, 
responsible for research in sustainable and clean energy technologies4. His 
administration has also attempted to support American coal by reducing the number 
of expensive safety and environmental regulations placed on the industry.5 Despite 
these moves, most of the increase of 3 gigawatts of energy in America’s energy 
production in the first quarter of 2018 came from renewable sources.6  A recent uptick 
in use of renewable energy has also been observed, with sustainable energy sources 
estimated to have contributed to 20.4% of global energy needs in 2017.7  While 
unsustainable sources of energy are frequently used by nations to increase the cost 
efficiency of manufacturing and exporting goods, countries also have to consider the 
sustainability of such a mode of development in the long run. The economic progress 

                                                

1 Climate change evidence: How do we know? (2018, December 04). Retrieved from 
https://climate.nasa.gov/evidence/ 
2 Gray, R. (2017, March 13). Future - The biggest energy challenges facing humanity. Retrieved from 
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20170313-the-biggest-energy-challenges-facing-humanity 
3 Fossil Fuels. (n.d.). Retrieved from https://ourworldindata.org/fossil-fuels 
4 Worland, J. (2018, February 01). Donald Trump Tries to Cut Renewable Energy Programs. Retrieved 
from http://time.com/5128572/donald-trump-clean-energy-research/ 
5President Donald J. Trump Wants Reliable and Affordable Energy to Fuel Historic Economic Growth. 
(n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/president-donald-j-trump-
wants-reliable-affordable-energy-fuel-historic-economic-growth/ 
6 Atkin, E. (2018, May 08). Renewable Energy Is Surviving Trump. Retrieved from 
https://newrepublic.com/article/148327/renewable-energy-surviving-trump 
7 Renewables 2018. (2018). Market Report Series: Renewables. doi:10.1787/re_mar-2018-en 



Hwa Chong Crisis Resolution and Inquiry 2019 
United Nations General Assembly 
 

Page 4 of 49 

of a nation must be considered alongside the need to invest in research and 
development to promote the better generation and acceptance of sustainable energy.  

Sustainable energy refers to the provision of energy which meets current 
needs, while not compromising on the needs of future generations.8 The system is 
generally acknowledged to consist of two pillars - the transition to renewable energy 
sources, and the increase in energy efficiency.9 It is generally taken that all forms of 
renewable energy, including wind, solar, tidal, geothermal, etc., are sustainable.10 
However, it has been argued that the derivation of energy from a renewable source is 
not enough to classify it as a sustainable source as other factors have to be taken into 
consideration, such as the nature in which the equipment and technology used to 
generate the energy is manufactured, the nature of supply chains and the manner in 
which energy is transported and supplied to households. It is therefore important for 
delegates to approach the issue holistically, paying attention to the the moral 
responsibility nations have towards the environment, as well as the accessibility and 
affordability of sustainable energy.  

 

  

                                                

8Lemaire, X. (n.d.). Energy management and energy efficiency. Glossary of terms. Glossary of Terms 
in Sustainable Energy Regulation. doi:10.3403/30228100u 
9Pachauri, S., Ürge-Vorsatz, D., & Labelle, M. (2012). Synergies between Energy Efficiency and 
Energy Access Policies and Strategies. Global Policy, 3(2), 187-197. doi:10.1111/j.1758-
5899.2011.00165.x 
10 Renewable and sustainable energy. (n.d.). Retrieved from 
https://energyeducation.ca/encyclopedia/Renewable_and_sustainable_energy 



Hwa Chong Crisis Resolution and Inquiry 2019 
United Nations General Assembly 
 

Page 5 of 49 

II. Background and History 

Before the industrial revolution (1760-1840), the majority of mankind’s 
energy needs were fulfilled by the use of renewable energy sources, mainly biomass 
(now known as biofuel) which sustained fires, and wind energy, which powered the 
sails of boats11.  In the late 18th century, coal overtook these sources of energy, 
especially in Europe, where the industrial revolution was well underway.12  As early 
as 1860, some members of the scientific community began raising concerns about 
overusing these resources. Most notably, french inventor Mouchot, who then invented 
the solar-powered steam engine to solve the problem.  He, together with other 
scientists, is also credited with predicting the exhaustion of Europe’s fossil fuels, and 
eventual return to renewable energy sources in 1870.13  

 In the 1820s, French mathematician Fourier became the first to propose 
that the earth’s atmosphere retains heat in the planet.14. His work was followed by 
Arrhenius’ who came up with explanations for the greenhouse effect and the necessity 
of cutting emissions from the usage of fossil fuels in 189615 . 

 Interest in alternative forms of energy peaked once more in the early 
20th century, during the dawn of the automotive age. Ford and his fellow industrialists 
have been quoted to have been in support of developing alternative sources of energy 
through the breaking down of cellulose from organic matter16. After the automotive 
age, the transition from fossil fuels to more sustainable sources of energy was once 
again predicted with the publication of the peak oil theory in 1956, which suggested 
that the production of oil would eventually reach a climax, following which the 

                                                

11Hirst, K. K. (n.d.). When Did People Begin Using Fire? Retrieved from 
https://www.thoughtco.com/the-discovery-of-fire-169517 
12 The Secret World of Energy. (2011, October 12). Retrieved from 
http://www.ecology.com/2010/09/15/secret-world-energy/ 
13 Ploutz, P. (2012). Global warming: Handbook of ecological issues. Place of publication not 
identified: Xlibris. 
14 Kaper, H. (n.d.). The Discovery of Global Warming. Retrieved from 
http://mpe.dimacs.rutgers.edu/2013/01/19/the-discovery-of-global-warming/ 
15 Barton, R. (2018, November 30). John Tyndall. Retrieved from 
https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Tyndall 
Clark, D. (2009, February 19). Climate change: Anniversary of Arrhenius. Retrieved from 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/blog/2009/feb/19/climate-change-arrhenius 
16 The surprising history of sustainable energy. (2011, March 30). Retrieved from 
https://sustainablehistory.wordpress.com/2011/03/29/the-surprising-history-of-sustainable-energy/ 
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world’s oil supplies would meet an irreversible decline, and eventually motivate 
mankind to find more sustainable sources to meet global energy needs.17 This so-
called “peak” has been postulated to occur in 2025 or 2030.18 The conversion to 
sustainable energy became increasingly mainstream, with the emergence of the 
environmentalist movement in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s.  

 By 1988, professional concern over climate change and its global 
effects had become so great, that the World Meteorological Organisation (WMO), and 
the United Nations Environment Project (UNEP) created the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC). The panel’s first report, published in 1990, has been 
touted as the first international recognition of presence, and negative effects of man-
made climate change, specifically through the usage of unsustainable energy sources, 
forming a scientific precedent for climate change scientists to base their research on.19 
The report noted that then-current levels of carbon dioxide were already causing 
harms to natural ecosystems, and oceans, and that if global carbon dioxide levels 
doubled, the average global temperature would increase by up to 5 degrees celsius.20 
The IPCC has published 5 assessment reports in total, in the years 1992, 1995, 2001, 
2007, and 2014, with a supplementary report published in 1992, and a special report 
published in 2018. However, the IPCC’s reports remain publicly disputed, particularly 
by climate change deniers.21 

 The promotion of sustainable energy remains unstable throughout the 
world. The European Union has centred its efforts on conversion to renewable energy, 
aiming to have renewable energy provide at least 27% of the union’s energy needs by 
2030, via setting binding quotas for member countries to meet, and the provision of 
incentives, mainly fiscal, including grants, subsidies, additional payments on top of 

                                                

17 What is peak oil? (n.d.). Retrieved from https://peakoilbarrel.com/what-is-peak-oil/ 
18 Leigl, A. (n.d.). Peak Oil Theory. Retrieved from 
http://large.stanford.edu/courses/2014/ph240/liegl1/ 
19The IPCC: Who Are They and Why Do Their Climate Reports Matter? (n.d.). Retrieved from 
https://www.ucsusa.org/global-warming/science-and-impacts/science/ipcc-
backgrounder.html#.XCdqQs8zbOQ 
20Readfearn, G. (2014, March 31). The hellish monotony of 25 years of IPCC climate change warnings 
| Graham Readfearn. Retrieved from https://www.theguardian.com/environment/planet-
oz/2014/mar/31/ipcc-climate-change-impacts-report-history-warnings 
21 Exploring the impact of the IPCC Assessment Reports on science. (2011, July 30). Retrieved from 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1462901111001080 
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market prices to sustainable energy providers, amongst others.22 Efforts to increase 
the EU’s energy efficiency, through mandating energy savings from suppliers, 
requiring member states’ governments to employ energy efficient renovations, and 
offering incentives for Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) in member states to 
undergo energy audits, are documented in the EU’s Energy Efficiency Directive for 
2020.23  

 In Asia, the promotion and prevalence of sustainable energy is 
relatively uneven. In areas such as Afghanistan, renewable energy sources provide up 
to 60% of the country’s energy needs, mainly because the rural and under-developed 
nature of such countries greatly reduces each household’s energy demands. China has 
been commended for rapidly moving towards renewable energy, commissioning 157 
gigawatts of renewable energy in 2016.24 An estimated 40% of all China’s coal plants 
are operating at a loss, and it has been noted that plans are in the works to close these 
plants, and even ban all fossil fuel-powered cars in the near future.25  

 In the United States, renewable energy was found to have contributed 
to 18% of the total energy supplied in 2017, up from 15% in 2016.26 This was despite 
efforts by the Trump administration to move the US’ energy grid back to coal, through 
the slashing of regulations, such as limits on mercury emissions by coal plants, and 
greatly reducing funding for efforts to promote clean and sustainable energy. 27 

 While the knowledge of the harmful effects of unsustainable energy 
sources have been known to mankind for centuries, movements to shift global energy 

                                                

22 Climate Policy Info Hub. (n.d.). Retrieved from https://climatepolicyinfohub.eu/renewable-energy-
support-policies-europe 
23 Financing energy efficiency - Energy - European Commission. (2018, December 21). Retrieved from 
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/topics/energy-efficiency/financing-energy-efficiency 
24 Deutsche Welle. (n.d.). China leads in global shift to renewable energy | DW | 05.04.2018. Retrieved 
from https://www.dw.com/en/china-leads-in-global-shift-to-renewable-energy/a-43266203 
25 Liptak, A. (2017, September 10). China is planning to implement a ban on fossil fuel cars. Retrieved 
from https://www.theverge.com/2017/9/10/16284866/china-ban-fossil-fuel-cars 
26 Renewable Energy Surges to 18% of U.S. Power Mix. (n.d.). Retrieved from 
http://fortune.com/2018/02/18/renewable-energy-us-power-mix/ 
27Ludden, J., & Brady, J. (2018, December 28). Trump EPA Says Mercury Limits On Coal Plants Too 
Costly, Not 'Necessary'. Retrieved from https://www.npr.org/2018/12/28/679129613/trump-epa-says-
mercury-limits-on-coal-plants-too-costly-not-necessary 
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grids to sustainable sources have only begun to arise in the late 20th century due to 
increasing fears of resource depletion and climate change.  

 

International efforts at promoting the shift to sustainable energy sources have 
been significant with countries pledging joint commitments to reduce carbon 
emissions and use clean energy instead. However, the success of these efforts have 
been limited with targets more often than not unmet as these targets are not 
enforceable. Furthermore, countries are given full autonomy to construct their own 
timelines towards a shift to renewable energy with minimal review. Actions aimed at 
reducing carbon emission is also carried out on a voluntary basis, with a lack of 
funding for developing countries hindering efforts to promote sustainable energy as 
well.28 

For instance, the Paris Climate Accord seeks the massive deployment of 
renewable energy sources such as wind, solar and hydro so as to reduce energy related 
carbon emissions by more than 70 percent. However, efforts by nations can be 
nationally determined and will be on a voluntary basis. Future timetable for emissions 
reductions are also left up to the discretion of member states and there is no clear 
guideline or collective system to direct nations to meet the stipulated targets.29 The 
failure of the Paris Climate Accord is seen in how nations like Indonesia and Brazil 
have still struggled to rein in deforestation with growing economies like Turkey still 
constructing coal plants and relying on them for their energy output.30 The difficulty 
in getting country to live up to their commitment is definitely present in these 
international agreements, where moral suasion and diplomatic action are the only 
ways of getting countries to take up responsibility.  

                                                

28https://www.energymanagertoday.com/un-report-lack-funding-hampers-sustainable-energy-access-
least-developed-countries-0171166/?amp=1 
29 https://theconversation.com/paris-agreement-on-climate-change-the-good-the-bad-and-the-ugly-
52242 
30 https://nationalpost.com/news/world/to-date-we-have-failed-worldwide-nations-struggling-to-meet-
goals-outlined-in-paris-climate-agreement-two-years-ago 
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Hence, delegates may considers ways to reconstruct the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change as it is non legally binding and renders 
following environmental treaties ineffective in minimising the gap between concrete 
action and what is internationally agreed upon. Furthermore, delegates may consider 
ways to reform the framework underpinning the negotiation of future international 
treaties such that they can be a lot more relevant and enforceable.  

Ultimately, delegates have to consider the underlying reasons as to why 
countries resist the promotion of sustainable energy and what can be done to ensure 
that their explicit commitments are aligned with concrete policies that are followed 
through. Financial, social and geographical barriers to sustainable energy should be 
considered and overcome if possible.  
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III. Key Terms and Definitions 

 
Greenhouse effect - A natural effect that warms up the earth with greenhouse 

gases in the atmosphere trapping the sun’s energy, which will otherwise be reflected 
back into space. This natural phenomenon is now enhanced with human activities such 
as the burning of fossil fuel and land clearing. This has increased the concentration of 
greenhouse gases, leading to greater global warming 

Renewable Energy - Renewable energy is energy from sources that naturally 
replenish itself and do not run out over a limited period of time. While they are 
virtually inexhaustible, they are limited in the amount of energy that is available per 
unit of time. Renewable energy are alternative kinds of energy that help to reduce the 
consumption of fossil fuel and allow countries to develop in a cleaner and more 
sustainable manner.  

Sustainable development - Sustainable development refers to development 
that adequately meets the need of the present generation without compromising the 
capabilities of the future generations to use available resources to progress. This 
nature of development requires a delicate balance to be struck between economic 
growth, environmental conservation and socio-cultural development.  

Ratification of treaties - Ratification means that countries consent to being 
legally bounded to a treaty and is a means of authentication to show that the country 
is willing and inclined to continue further developments on the issue. However, 
countries have struggled to bring their national legislation into conformity with their 
treaty and treaty secretariats more often than not lack the technical staff to review the 
accuracy of the information and progress reports submitted by states.  

Carbon footprint - Carbon footprint refers to the amount of greenhouse gases 
that are emitted into the atmosphere as a result of human activities and these gases 
contribute to climate change. It indicates the amount of biocapacity that is needed to 
take care of untreated carbon waste and avoid a carbon build up in the atmosphere 
which might contribute to global warming. Carbon footprint is a component of 
ecological footprint, which is a measurement of our demands on the Earth’s 
ecosystems 
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IV. Scope of Debate 

 
Environmental Protection vs other priorities of the government 

Given that the capital cost of renewable energy is high with a lot of expenses 
having to be incurred for the building of hard infrastructure such as solar and wind 
farms, countries lacking the financial capabilities might not be that willing to prioritise 
environmental protection. While the fixed cost of the technology can be spread out 
over a large level of output in the long run, with the cost of maintenance and operation 
of these farms estimated to be relatively low as compared to fossil fuels31, countries 
that run on a tight fiscal budget might not invest in these farms. This is so as the high 
short term costs of these technological investments may not be a worthy trade off to 
make for long term sustainable development, especially when administrations are 
more often than not expected to produce short term results of socio-economic 
development.  

Furthermore, with many developing countries currently being in a stage of 
industrialisation, the burning of fossil fuels is an attractive option for them as they can 
ensure explosive growth as well as dramatic improvements in productivity and income 
over a short run, lifting many people out of poverty as a result.32 Hence, these 
countries might exercise the belief that human and economic development take 
precedence over environmental considerations, thereby ignoring the benefits 
renewable energy can bring.  

In addition, governments might choose to appeal to their voter base and be 
populist by safeguarding the interests of local businesses and workers. This act of 
demagoguery in trying to satisfying the electorate is seen in Poland, where the 
government has backtracked on earlier commitments to renewable energy by 

                                                

31Barriers to Renewable Energy Technologies. (n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.ucsusa.org/clean-
energy/renewable-energy/barriers-to-renewable-energy#.XAzUVnT7TIV 
32 Development Centre. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://www.oecd.org/dev/developing-countries-and-the-
renewable-energy-revolution.htm 



Hwa Chong Crisis Resolution and Inquiry 2019 
United Nations General Assembly 
 

Page 12 of 49 

increasing financing towards the mining sector so as to please the miners and fossil 
fuel industries in the south of Poland.33  

Hence, delegates have to strike a balance between their own national priorities 
and the commitment towards a future with sustainable energy. Delegates also need to 
be mindful of their domestic sentiments and how the business landscape might be 
affected by government intervention in the carbon market and the market for 
renewable energy, be it through taxes, subsidies or grants for research and 
development.   

Funding for developing countries: How and to what extent should developed countries 
take up this responsibility? 

While developing countries have reiterated their need for funding and 
technology to be given before they can go with sustainable energy as the primary 
source of energy generation, with South Asian nations making clear that funding is 
required for energy storage technology, especially when it comes to solar energy,34 
developed countries have shown reluctance to commit sufficient support to 
developing countries. Developing countries have received less than 10 percent of the 
money promised by developed countries to address climate change even though they 
have a moral onus and legal obligation to provide for the developing countries, as 
stipulated by the Kyoto Protocol signed in the last decade and the Paris Climate 
Accord signed in 201535. This has led to debate as to the extent of responsibility 
developed and developing countries have towards climate change and the extent to 
which developed countries should assist developing countries in their move towards 
a sustainable future driven by renewable energy.  

                                                

33 Sustainable Development and its Challenges in Developing Countries. (2018, August 15). Retrieved 
from http://www.iynf.org/2018/08/a-guide-to-sustainable-development-and-its-challenges-in-
developing-countries/ 
34 Nandi, J. (2018, December 08). No consensus yet among nations on enforcement rulebook for 
climate change. Retrieved from https://www.hindustantimes.com/environment/no-consensus-yet-
among-nations-on-enforcement-rulebook-for-climate-change/story-9emy2ZdkVh4qbI9C0nivyK.html 
35 Vidal, J. (2009, February 20). Rich nations failing to meet climate aid pledges. Retrieved from 
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2009/feb/20/climate-funds-developing-nations 
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Some have argued that the moral responsibility lies on developed nations, 
given that they had used fossil fuel excessively for development when many were 
unaware of its unsustainability. Hence, they have contributed significantly to climate 
change in the earlier centuries and should now be made to pay by helping developing 
countries develop through sustainable means. Some have also argued that climate 
change is not isolated as an occurrence but a global phenomenon which requires 
collective effort and togetherness from the international community. Hence, the 
developed countries have to contribute economically, especially when they have the 
means to provide the developing nations with the relevant machinery and operational 
expertise36. However, some developed countries might argue that governments only 
have a responsibility to their citizens and is not expected to promote sustainable 
energy beyond its borders.  

 Contentions may surface regarding whether the World Bank is the best 
platform to administer the transfer of funds from developed nations to developing 
countries, given recent allegations of its lack of neutrality and heavy influence by rich 
developed nations. It is said that the World Bank has a strong imprint on all aspects 
of the bank, with its monetary contributions allowing it to have a strong influence over 
its structure, manner of granting loans and general policy direction.37 For instance, the 
World Bank did not grant loans to the France until the French Communist Party was 
pushed out of government and this applies to other nations that pose a political and 
ideological challenge to the United States. Hence, potential reforms for the World 
Bank should be considered.  

Ultimately, the pros and cons of providing loans and grants have to be 
evaluated, taking into account the fiscal state of developing nations and the inherent 
nature of such transactions. Accountability of this funding should also be ensured with 

                                                

36 G20 should help poor countries to better cope with the impacts of climate change. Climate insurance 
can be a tangible outcome of the G20 summit in July. (n.d.). Retrieved from 
https://germanwatch.org/en/13653 
37 http://www.cadtm.org/Domination-of-the-United-States-on-the-World-Bank 
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safeguards in place to prevent corruption and ensure that the funds are properly 
allocated to the necessary projects after proper review.38 

Social Cultural Barriers to sustainable energy 

Public unfavourable sentiments towards the reliability and availability of 
sustainable energy sources might be a reason for the lack of government and corporate 
investment in sustainable energy. The lack of knowledge and awareness about 
renewable energy technologies is also especially present in developing countries 
where a substantial proportion of the population is uneducated. Hence, with individual 
households’ reluctance to adopt sustainable energy options,39 profit driven firms out 
there and financial firms might have no incentive to invest and sponsor research and 
development efforts targeted at promoting sustainable energy. Hence, the lack of 
support from civic society and the community might hinder efforts at promoting 
sustainable energy. 

                                                

38A moral test at climate summit: What do rich nations owe poorer ones? (2018, December 07). 
Retrieved from https://www.csmonitor.com/Environment/2018/1207/A-moral-test-at-climate-summit-
What-do-rich-nations-owe-poorer-ones 
39 Barriers to Renewable Energy Technologies Development. (2018, March 15). Retrieved from 
https://www.energytoday.net/economics-policy/barriers-renewable-energy-technologies-
development/ 
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V. Potential Solutions 

 
Punitive measures to curb reliance on fossil fuels 

Carbon tax can be introduced to price in the externality of greenhouse 
emissions from fossil fuels and get firms to consider sustainable energy as a form of 
electrical generation instead. This has won the support of conservative economists as 
well as corporations such as Exxon Mobil40, who believe that this will help to improve 
energy efficiency. Furthermore, it is believed that this sends out a right message to the 
public that responsibility must be assumed by those whose actions pose a threat to the 
sustainability of our physical environment. While carbon tax can be introduced, 
concerns have surfaced regarding the economic competitiveness of these countries as 
taxes and environmental regulations may inevitably raise the cost of production. This 
might affect the revenue of firms, driving them to relocate elsewhere, reducing foreign 
direct investment in these nations as a result. 

Furthermore, some have argued that rising oil prices have reduced its 
economic necessity with some also arguing that it is also not politically tenable given 
that it increases the cost of living and is generally frowned upon by the business and 
manufacturing sectors, as well as the general public. This is seen in France, with 
popular protests led by working class citizens outraged by the fact that the revenue 
collected from this tax will go towards deficit reduction and impose a strain on their 
personal finances. 41 There has also been concerns over the conversion of carbon 
emissions to taxes that can be expressed in figures and number.   

Some governments have provided fuel subsidies to lower the cost of living and 
to help low income families to gain access to energy for their daily activities. 
However, the pricing of fuel below the price set by market forces of demand and 
supply has led to an underestimation of the true cost of fuel where this has fuelled its 

                                                

40 Colman, Z., Wolff, E., Adragna, A., Cunningham, N. W., Bannai, L., & Maitland, L. (2018, 
December 09). Why greens are turning away from a carbon tax. Retrieved from 
https://www.politico.com/story/2018/12/09/carbon-tax-climate-change-environmentalists-1052210 
41 A moral test at climate summit: What do rich nations owe poorer ones? (2018, December 07). 
Retrieved from https://www.csmonitor.com/Environment/2018/1207/A-moral-test-at-climate-summit-
What-do-rich-nations-owe-poorer-ones 
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overconsumption.42 Hence, it has been suggested for fuel subsidies to be removed. 
The government funding of these subsidies can then be channelled to the provision of 
means tested financial support targeted at low income families such that they can still 
afford access to energy. With that, poverty alleviation can still be met, and the usage 
of non renewable sources of energy can also be significantly reduced.   

Hence, crucial debate is necessary on the design of tax policies and how 
taxpayers’ money can be returned to them in the form of credits with sustainable 
energy sources being made available to them as an attractive alternative.43 The 
possibility of a cap and trade system can be explored to reduce carbon emissions to 
the socially efficient level and encourage firms to take up sustainable energy instead. 
The removal of fuel subsidies can also be properly complemented with well tailored 
welfare programmes and social support schemes so that the blow on low income 
families can be drastically softened. Such government interventions should be 
accompanied with a political strategy to explain to the public their rationale and why 
they genuinely matter, so that support for these policies can be obtained. 

Government directed investment to promote sustainable energy 

Given that the market dominance of firms in high carbon sector mean that they 
have already consolidated their business and consumer base, the barriers of entry to 
the energy sector is very highly erected. Hence, breakthroughs for firms promoting 
sustainable energy is difficult and government’s assistance through direct grants and 
investments would be beneficials. Governments can provide funds for research and 
development in sustainable energy technology and can also contemplate the 
possibility of providing loans and guarantees to help such firms with the 

                                                

42 Sovacool, B., & Jewell, J. (2019, April 01). Fossil fuel subsidies need to go – but what about the 
poorer people who rely on cheap energy? Retrieved from https://theconversation.com/fossil-fuel-
subsidies-need-to-go-but-what-about-the-poorer-people-who-rely-on-cheap-energy-92388 
43 Charen, M. (2018, December 07). There's No Easy Fix for Climate Problem. Retrieved from 
https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/12/climate-change-carbon-emission-taxes-france-riots/ 
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commercialisation and expansion. Tax incentives can also spur innovation in 
renewable energy.44  

However, the trade off here is that tax revenue collected by governments 
would go to promotion of renewable energy instead of other aspects of socio-
economic life where the majority of the populace might be expecting investments in 
education and healthcare infrastructure. Furthermore, government intervention might 
distort the workings of the free market where some suggest that governments should 
just wait for the renewable energy market to become competitive on its own. This is 
so as there will be no point in investing in technology that is currently uneconomic 
and still in its earlier stages of development. This is especially since  

Development of Smart Energy Grids 

Sustainable energy sources, particularly renewable ones, tend to fluctuate 
greatly depending on environmental conditions, and other extenuating circumstances. 
This results in an unreliable supply of energy, unsuitable for urban areas and large 
countries, which serve large populations 45.  Smart grids, energy grids with integrated 
digital technologies which collect information about energy usage and collection, 
have been touted as a solution, as they would allow for energy systems to react to 
circumstances, and tap on different sources of energy based on the information at 
hand, as well as maintain a well-regulated reserve of energy from times when supply 
exceeds demand.46 This would allow respective countries’ governments to enjoy 
greater energy security, and, in turn, allow said governments’ citizens to see 
renewable energy as a more viable option. 

However, the development of such grids remains expensive, especially at 
current technological levels. It is highly likely that the technology would be affordable 

                                                

44 Beyond the Debate: The role of government in renewable energy finance. (2013, August 12). 
Retrieved from http://sitn.hms.harvard.edu/flash/2012/energy-finance/ 
45 The Advantages and Disadvantages of Renewable Energy. (n.d.). Retrieved from 
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/advantages-disadvantages-renewable-energy-ashraf-mahmoud 
46Owens, B. N. (2017, December 04). How the Digital Grid Is Powering the Renewable Energy Era. 
Retrieved from https://www.renewableenergyworld.com/articles/print/volume-20/issue-
6/features/solar-storage/how-the-digital-grid-is-powering-the-renewable-energy-era.html 
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by more economically developed countries (MEDCs), thereby increasing the gap in 
usage of renewable energy between MEDCs and less economically developed 
countries (LEDCs), the latter of which may not have fully functioning electricity grids, 
let alone smart ones. In addition, it may prove difficult to find funding for such 
technologies, especially if there is limited interest in renewable energy in the first 
place.  

Government regulations which mandate the usage of energy-efficient 
appliances in homes. 

Globally, energy efficiency measures have curbed up to 12% of energy that 
would have otherwise been consumed since 2000 47. The implementation of new 
regulations which mandate energy-efficient measures, such as installing insulation in 
homes so as to reduce energy consumed to power heating, and having buildings 
undergo energy audits to ensure energy-efficient appliances are used, would greatly 
decrease energy usage around the world. It would also allow countries to temporarily 
continue using fossil fuels, albeit at slower rates, for countries which are currently 
unable to switch to renewable sources of energy. For countries beginning to make the 
switch, such measures mitigate the problem of insufficient energy being produced by 
renewable sources. In addition, they would also reduce energy costs borne by citizens. 

However, these measures may be hampered for several reasons. Firstly, they 
are difficult to enforce. Considering the mandate of the General Assembly, it is 
impossible to force every country to adopt such measures, particularly for countries 
with no prior inclination to doing so. Even if they are approved at a UN level, not 
every government has the power to ensure that such measures are thoroughly carried 
out at the local level, particularly countries which face issues relating to governance, 
such as civil war, or countries with unclear bureaucracy and high rates of corruption. 
In addition, it is costly to enact such measures, and governments may be required to 
finance them, something not every government has the ability, or the motivation to 
do. Lastly, it may encourage the continued usage of fossil fuels if countries focus too 

                                                

47 Energy Efficiency 2018 : Key Findings. (n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.iea.org/efficiency2018/ 
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greatly on this aspect of energy sustainability,  rather than promote the active switch 
to renewable sources of energy, which are generally more sustainable in the long run.  
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VI. Questions a Resolution Must Answer 

1. How can countries promote sustainable energy while ensuring that its other 
priorities and domestic interests are safeguarded in the process?  

2. To what extent should developed countries assume responsibility for the 
promotion of sustainable energy?  

3. Taking into account feasibility and relevance, what are the various sustainable 
energy goals that can be set for different nations and what would be the criteria 
for setting these goals?  

4. How can nations’ commitment be assessed and what are the various 
monitoring mechanisms that can be in place to ensure that nations comply with 
agreements regarding environmental sustainability?  

VII. Conclusion 

Promoting sustainable energy is important in ensuring that current state of 
development do not compromise the needs of future generations. However, nations 
have competing interests and might face difficulty in trying to strike a balance 
between achieving short term economic growth and long term environmental 
sustainability. Other issues such as funding may arise as nations may not have the 
financial capabilities to invest in green technology and infrastructure necessary for 
harnessing renewable energy. Ultimately, a consensus must be reached on an 
international level regarding expectations and the right approach to promoting 
sustainable energy. Delegates must also devise ways to ensure that countries follow 
through and comply with their pledged commitments.  
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TOPIC 2: The Question of Preserving Free Trade  
I. Introduction to the Topic 

Free trade, also known as laissez-faire trade or trade liberalisation, refers to 
the voluntary trade between two or more economies, without the application of tariffs, 
quotas, subsidies, or similar prohibitions by any government.48 It is notable that there 
is currently no country in the world which practices complete free trade.49 Instead, 
debates with regards to the issue commonly surround the signing of free trade 
agreements between countries, and the free trade blocs which form as a result. 

The Theory of Comparative Advantage argues that free trade is more 
beneficial than protectionism even if one partner holds absolute advantage in all areas 
of production.50 Hence, many economists believe free trade produces net benefits for 
countries. However, with the rise of protectionism in nations, as evidenced by the 
election of Donald Trump in 2016, the emergence of Brexit in 2016, and the election 
of Jair Bolsonaro in 2018, countries have increasingly turned their backs to free trade, 
arguing that such agreements impair the employment prospects of their own citizens, 
and render local businesses non-competitive. Estimates suggest that the world’s top 
60 economies have enacted as many as 7000 protectionist trade measures since the 
2008 financial crisis.51 It is therefore imperative to consider the relevance of free trade 
today and if possible, identify measures that can be taken to encourage the 
preservation of free trade in this protectionist age.   

II. Background and History 

The first mention of the theory of free trade is credited to scottish economist 
Adam Smith, who noted in his most famous book, The Wealth of Nations, published 
in 1776, that he believed most people would act in their own individual self interest, 

                                                

48 Will Kenton, Free Trade, Jan. 31, 2018, Retrieved from https://www.investopedia.com/terms/f/free-
trade.asp 
49 Economy, What is 'free trade', Dec. 31, 2018 (date accessed), Retrieved from 
https://www.ecnmy.org/learn/your-world/globalization/what-is-free-trade/  
50 Investopedia, What is comparative advantage, Dec. 21, 2018, Retrieved from   
https://www.investopedia.com/ask/answers/09/law-comparative-advantage.asp 
51 The Telegraph, Mapped Protectionism is on the rise as US and EU implement thousands of restrictive 
trade measure, Nov. 28, 2017, Retrieved from  
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2017/11/28/mapped-protectionism-rise-us-eu-implement-
thousands-restrictive/ 
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and, given the autonomy  to make sound economic decisions, would be able to propel 
nations to economic success, even when purchasing foreign goods. Smith stated that 
tariffs and export limitations, common in the mercantilist age of his time, would only 
increase prices locally, and decrease quality of life within the nation.52 This was later 
expanded on by fellow economist Daniel Ricardo, who argued that each country 
would benefit economically if it bought goods other countries produced more cheaply 
and efficiently with capital earned via the production of goods the country itself 
produced cheaply and efficiently. In other words, a country such as Singapore, which 
boasts strong oil refineries, but possesses limited land, would benefit if it provided 
refined oil to Thailand, while using the money earned to import rice from said country, 
and vice versa. In such a situation, all parties stand to benefit if both Thailand and 
Singapore choose not to tax the goods they import, thereby incentivising trade 
between the countries.  This theory came to be known as the theory of comparative 
advantage, and remains the bedrock on which proponents of free trade rely on.53 

Prior to Smith and Ricardo’s work, the predominant system was that of 
mercantilism--economic decisions specifically made to increase the number of 
exports and minimise the number of imports each country had, with the belief that this 
constituted the wealth and success of a nation. As early as 1623, regulations were put 
in place to ban the use of a foreign knitting machine so as to preserve the occupations 
of those who knitted socks by hand. 54  

Following the publication of both Smith and Ricardo’s works, the global 
economy saw a shift to freer trade, with increasing deregulation amongst  the world’s 
largest economies,  until the onset of the Great Depression in 1929. As a result, 
protectionist economic policies, most notably the Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act of 1930-
-which raised average import tax in the United States to 40%, were enacted.55 Such 

                                                

52 Investopedia, Adam Smith and ‘The Wealth Of Nations’, Nov. 9,  2018, Retrieved from  
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2017/11/28/mapped-protectionism-rise-us-eu-implement-
thousands-restrictive/ 
53 John Mill, On Liberty, Chapter 1, Retrieved from 
https://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/FreeTrade.html 
54 Adam Smith Institute, Free Trade, Date Accessed: Dec. 31, 2018, Retrieved from 
https://www.adamsmith.org/blog/thinkpieces/free-trade 
55 Encyclopedia Britannica, Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act, Jun. 10, 2018, Retrieved from 
https://www.britannica.com/topic/Smoot-Hawley-Tariff-Act 
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isolationism has led to a loss of export foreign markets for American goods, with US 
protectionist measures spurring greater retaliatory measures from trade partners 
instead. This contrastingly has adverse impacts on the agricultural and manufacturing 
sectors of the United States. 56 This highlights the limitations of protectionism. 

The World Wars resulted in the emergence of both the United States of 
America and the United Kingdom as the major economic powers of the 20th century. 
Seeing it to be in both their interests to pursue the deregulation, decreased tariffs in 
international trade, and economic integration, the countries led a worldwide effort to 
push the economy into an age of globalisation. This began with the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), a precursor to the World Trade 
Organisation, signed in 1947, which touted equal treatment towards all ratifiers’ 
trading partners included in the agreements. 57 This was quickly followed by the 
creation of the European Coal and Steel Community in 1951, which focused on 
deregulating and easing the trade of coal and steel within the European continent. In 
turn, it would lead to the formation of a common market in 1958, and be subsumed 
into the European Union in 2002.58 

Since 1951, various movements have been made to increase free trade across 
the globe. The World Trade Organisation, which official formed in 1995, has grown 
to include some 164 members who are bound by agreements signed under the 
organization, and has enacted policies on goods, services, and intellectual properties.59 
60 Other notable free trade agreements include the Asia-Pacific Trade Agreement 
(APTA) of 1975, the oldest such agreement concerning countries in the Asia Pacific 
region, the Asean Free Trade Area (AFTA) of 1992, which constructed one of the 
largest and most important free trade blocs of today, the North American Free Trade 

                                                

56 Encyclopedia Britannica, United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Date Accessed: Dec.31, 2018, 
Retrieved from https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/the-great-depression 
57 Encyclopedia Britannica, General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, Mar. 26, 2018, Retrieved from  
https://www.britannica.com/topic/General-Agreement-on-Tariffs-and-Trade 
58 Jonty Bloom, The European Coal and Steel Community turns 60, Aug. 10, 2012, Retrieved from      
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-19194812 
59 Matthew Johnston, A brief History of International Trade Agreements, Oct. 25, 2018, Retrieved from      
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/investing/011916/brief-history-international-trade-
agreements.asp 
60 WTO Trade Statistics - World Trade Statistical Review 2017, Data accessed: Dec. 31, 2018,        
https://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/countries_e/singapore_e.htm 
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Area (NAFTA) of 1994, which has been credited with allowing the American 
economy to remain competitive with the EU, and the African Free Trade Zone (AFTZ) 
announced in 2008, which would create the a free trade zone of an unprecedented 
scale in Africa.61 62 63 64 65 

However, the ability of the World Trade Organisation to preserve free trade is 
increasingly doubted by many at the present moment. Concerns have been raised 
regarding the World Trade Organisation’s dispute settlement system, with suggestions 
that the Appellate Body has diminished the rights of WTO members through 
unlicensed reinterpretation of WTO agreements, where it has also exercised decision 
making that reaches far beyond its original mandate. 66 Furthermore, the need for full 
consensus to be reached has also resulted in impasse in the World Trade Organisation. 
This deadlock has led to nations maintaining discriminatory barriers against imports 
and continually intervening in markets to protect domestic industries and state linked 
enterprises. Hence, the World Trade Organisation is in urgent need for reforms. 

Furthermore, increasingly protectionist attitudes within the world’s largest 
economies, including the United States, and the United Kingdom, have seen a 
decrease in global interest in free trade. Most famously, the withdrawal of the United 
States from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP). The TPP would have been the largest 
trade deal in history, covering 40% of the global economy, if it had been ratified. 67   

                                                

61 Kingsley Lghobor, Africa set for a massive free trade area, Nov. 2018, Retrieved from       
https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/august-november-2018/africa-set-massive-free-trade-
area 
62 Summary of the U.S. - Australia Free Trade Agreement, North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA), Date accessed Dec. 31, 2018, Retrieved from        https://ustr.gov/trade-agreements/free-
trade-agreements/north-american-free-trade-agreement-nafta 
63 Asean Economic Community, Asean Free Trade Area AFTA Council, Date accessed: Dec. 31, 2018, 
Retrieved from https://asean.org/asean-economic-community/asean-free-trade-area-afta-council/ 
64 China FTA Network, Asia-Pacific Trade Agreement, Date accessed: Dec. 31, 2018, Retrieved from          
http://fta.mofcom.gov.cn/topic/enpacific.shtml 
65 Kimberly Amadeo, What Is the North American Free Trade Agreement: Six Things NAFTA Does, 
Oct. 31, 2018, Retrieved from           https://www.thebalance.com/nafta-definition-north-american-free-
trade-agreement-3306147   
66 WTO Reform: The Beginning of the End or the End of the Beginning? (2019, April 22). Retrieved 
from https://www.csis.org/analysis/wto-reform-beginning-end-or-end-beginning 
67 James McBride & Andrew Chatzky, What Is the Trans=Pacific Partnership (TPP), Nov. 28, 2018, 
Retrieved from  https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/what-trans-pacific-partnership-tpp 
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Following the economic crash of 2008, and the election of Donald Trump in 
2016, the United States has adopted a more hostile attitude towards the notion of free 
trade, with many blue-collar workers blaming deals such as NAFTA for shifting jobs 
to other countries, and have suggested that the political elite have cost them their 
livelihoods in order to achieve advantages they never receive. 68 In the United 
Kingdom, the situation remains more nuanced, while an overall increase in favorable 
attitudes towards free trade has been noted after the vote to leave the European Union 
in 2016, this shift has generally been observed amongst 18-34 year olds, with those 
over 55 holding on to their protectionist view points.69 

Hence, protectionism has been touted by politicians for its ability to safeguard 
dometic employment, protect the development of strategic local industries and to 
correct trade imbalances as well as balance of payments disequilibrium. However, 
protectionism does generate retaliatory actions at times and might destabilise internal 
supply chains. Delegates need to consider the views of different stakeholders towards 
free trade today  and whether competing interests can be balanced to preserve free 
trade.  

 

  

                                                

68 Open Future, What is the future of free trade, Jun. 27, 2018, Retrieved from            
https://www.economist.com/open-future/2018/06/27/what-is-the-future-of-free-trade 
69 NatCen, Britain increasingly in favour of free trade, Feb. 9, 2018, Retrieved from            
http://www.natcen.ac.uk/news-media/press-releases/2018/february/britain-increasingly-in-favour-of-
free-trade/  
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III. Definitions of Key Terms 

 

Free Trade - a policy to eliminate discrimination against imports and exports. 
Buyers and sellers from different economies may voluntarily trade without a 
government applying tariffs, quotas, subsidies or prohibitions on goods and services, 
the opposite of trade protectionism or economic isolationism. 

Tariff - a tax on imports or exports. Tariffs are often viewed as distortions to 
the free market. By using tariffs, a country artificially shields an industry from work 
markets and it also a way that countries can discriminate against each other and 
products produced in different countries. Typically it is argued that tariffs tend to 
benefit domestic producers and governments at the expense of consumers. 

Sustainability - forms of progress that meet the needs of the present without  
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs. 

Comparative Advantages - the ability to create or carry out an economic 
activity better than someone or something else.  

Sweatshop - a factory in which the workers work under atrocious conditions 
with little pay. It is quite common for the workers to be children and to have their 
human rights violated.  

Technological Spillover - A technological spillover can be found through the 
beneficial effects of new, innovative technology on firms or countries.  
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IV. Scope of Debate 

 
Manipulation of exchange rate 

While exchange rates used to be conventionally set by natural market forces 
in the foreign exchange market, this is no longer the pervasive phenomenon of today. 
Many governments have attempted to interfere with the supply of currency through 
deliberate devaluation, giving themselves an unfair advantage over their trade 
partners. This is epitomised by China’s undervaluation of the yuan to enhance the 
price competitiveness of her exports, allowing her to enjoy balance of trade surpluses 
over the United States and many other European nations.70 The artificial weakening 
of China’s currency has led to massive outflow of foreign exchange reserves to China, 
resulting in calls from Donald Trump to impose protectionist measures and escalate 
trade tariffs on China.71 Hence, the individualistic actions of governments in boosting 
their net exports might result in retaliatory actions from trade partners in the form of 
explicit rejection of free trade. The lack of level playing field is antithetical to free 
trade and it has to be addressed to prevent the possibility of trade wars.  

While the World Trade Organisation and International Monetary Fund have 
vocalised their dissatisfaction with currency manipulation, they have largely failed in 
the enforcement of regulatory actions against governments that blatantly depreciate 
their currencies.72 Hence, delegates have to consider how the international community 
can accurately identify nations that manipulate their currency and how to promote 
greater transparency when countries report data on their international reserve 
balances. Furthermore, delegates should consider how the rejection of currency 
manipulation can emerge as a new standard for international treaties and how disputes 

                                                

70 Calomiris, C. W. (2015, August 25). Nonsensical Accusations Of Protectionism Through Currency 
Manipulation. Retrieved from https://www.forbes.com/sites/charlescalomiris/2015/05/19/nonsensical-
accusations-of-protectionism-through-currency-manipulation/#5a9631b93059 
71 Calomiris, C. W. (2015, August 25). Nonsensical Accusations Of Protectionism Through Currency 
Manipulation. Retrieved from https://www.forbes.com/sites/charlescalomiris/2015/05/19/nonsensical-
accusations-of-protectionism-through-currency-manipulation/#5a9631b93059  
72 https://www.forbes.com/sites/charlescalomiris/2015/05/19/nonsensical-accusations-of-
protectionism-through-currency-manipulation/#3f4ca31a3059 
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between nations over unjust exchange rate differentials can be addressed.73 Given that 
monetary policy such as quantitative easing, changes to interest rates and purchase of 
treasury bills do have impacts on the strengths of nation’s currencies, it is critical for 
delegates to formulate criteria on what can be truly constituted as acts of currency 
manipulation. 74 

Growing income inequality/disparity 

While the lowering of trade barriers such as tariffs and quotas have facilitated 
easier movements of goods and service across transnational borders, there is also a 
growing trend of wealth being consolidated amongst the elites, with globalisation 
blamed for spawning inequality over the past decades. While the share of national 
income of the top 1 percent of the population rose from 11 percent in 1980 to 20 
percent in 2014, the wealth for the entire bottom half of the world population has been 
hovering around 13 percent. 75 

The idea that free trade will bring about income inequality was reflected in the 
Heckscher - Ohlin - Stolper - Samuelson Model where the prediction that is forwarded 
states that international trade would benefit owners of capital and hurt scarce factors 
of production, especially referring to unskilled workers in well developed nations. 
Indeed, existing global rules governing free trade have enabled large firms to capture 
more market shares with the proliferation of global supply chains allowing them to 
consolidate control over the production and distribution of goods and services. This 
has led to greater monopoly power for multinational corporations, which is also 
further enhanced by stipulations in free trade agreements, allowing them to have a 
disproportionately large share of the economic pie. 76 In addition, while highly skilled 
workers face great international demand for their expertise, their wages exponentially 

                                                

73 Mexico Trade Deal to Send Signal on Currency Manipulation. (n.d.). Retrieved from 
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-08-28/u-s-mexico-trade-deal-to-send-signal-on-
currency-manipulation 
74 https://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/10/opinion/jared-bernstein-how-to-stop-currency-
manipulation.html 
75 Jeffrey Frankel, Do globalisation and world trade fuel inequality, Jan. 2018, Retrieved from  
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/jan/02/do-globalisation-and-world-trade-fuel-inequality 
76 Jayati Delhi, The real problem with free trade, Sept. 12, 2018, Retrieved from https://www.gulf-
times.com/story/605785/The-real-problem-with-free-trade 
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increase. Meanwhile, low wage workers face risks of unemployment and depressed 
wages as they are easily displaceable by imported machinery and foreign workers 
willing to work longer hours with minimal pay.77 Given that globalisation might also 
result in countries moving up the value chain, this might result in the emergence of 
sunrise industries that are more reliant on capital and technology. This hurts workers 
who are less equipped with the capabilities to work with new forms of machinery, 
where the problem of skills mismatch might exacerbate the problem of structural 
unemployment. Hence, free trade facilitates the free movement of corporations, labour 
and capital, concentrating wealth amongst elites and generating inequality. 

The fact that free trade might and have led to inequality has led to greater 
divides, with protectionists such as Trump trumpeting a mercantilist approach of 
erecting trade barriers as the formula to increasing employment and wages for low 
wage workers who have fallen through the cracks. Meanwhile, proponents of 
globalisation are still calling for greater economic integration to create shared 
prosperity, believing that trade helps in exchange of expertise, creation of jobs and 
better allocation of resources to benefit the population.  

Hence, contentions will arise in council over the necessity of trade barriers as 
a way to safeguard the livelihoods of the poor and low income workers. Delegates 
might also have to consider social safety nets, welfare schemes and redistribution 
policies as ways of bridging the income gap that can be potentially exacerbated by 
free trade. 78 Delegates might also have to consider the extent of taxation on operations 
and products manufactured by entering firms and also look into the possibility of 
reskilling for workers that are left behind by the forces of world trade and 
globalisation.  

                                                

77 Nahuel Berger, Theorist Eric Maskin: Globalization Is Increasing Inequality, Jun. 23, 2014, 
Retrieved from http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2014/06/23/theorist-eric-maskin-
globalization-is-increasing-inequality 
78 Ana Revenga, Trade has been a global force for less poverty and higher incomes, Feb. 2, 2017, 
Retrieved from  http://blogs.worldbank.org/developmenttalk/trade-has-been-global-force-less-
poverty-and-higher-incomes 
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Proper transfer of technology and skills 

Trade tensions are currently escalating between China and the United States, 
largely due to the fact that China lacks intellectual property rights which are robust, 
relevant and can be efficiently enforced. Violations of intellectual property rights have 
been seen in how harmful counterfeits are produced by Chinese firms, especially when 
it comes to automobile and pharmaceutical products.79 However, this issue has not be 
addressed well and it also applies to other nations as well, with local authorities having 
minimal incentives to act given the presence of corruption, kickback and collusion. 
Furthermore, counterfeit production does provide employment and contribute 
substantially to some economies in developing areas. Hence, little has been done to 
address the lack of safeguards over a firm’s own creation.  

Furthermore, forced technology transfer is also a huge problem with nations 
like China having blatantly coercive licencing and administrative rules to force 
foreign firms to share technology if they want to do business.80 Vague and 
incomprehensive investment rules have also been capitalised upon by local authorities 
to impose technology transfer, expanding the local business sector at the expense of 
foreign firms and multinational corporations. To cite an example in cloud services, 
Amazon Web Services (AWS) are forced to share parts of their physical 
infrastructures and technologies to Sinnet Technology, a Chinese partner of 
Amazon.com Inc., to comply with Chinese law, as Chinese law forbids non-Chinese 
companies from owning or operating certain technologies for the provision of cloud 
service.81 

 Hence, delegates have to consider ways to ensure that countries do not 
exploit foreign firms by undermining the integrity of their creative work and share 
them with local firms. A level playing field for foreign firms should be ensured. 

                                                

79 Eben Kaplan, The Uneasy U.S. - Chinese Trade Relationship, Apr. 2006, Retrieved from  
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/uneasy-us-chinese-trade-relationship 
80 Lee Branstetter, China’s Forced Technology Transfer Problem - And What to Do About It, Jun. 2018, 
Retrieved from https://piie.com/publications/policy-briefs/chinas-forced-technology-transfer-
problem-and-what-do-about-it 
81Edward Hardy, Why Is Amazon Selling Off Part of AWS in China, Nov. 14, 2017, Retrieved from   
https://www.thestreet.com/video/14389289/why-is-amazon-selling-off-part-of-aws-in-china-.html 
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Delegates should also consider the possibility of enforcing World Trade Organisation 
rules if countries persistently and flagrantly violate them, especially with regards to 
intellectual property theft and forced technology transfer that come at the expense of 
foreign firms.  

Human Rights Infringement 

Trade liberalization does not automatically reduce poverty and increase 
standards of living in a country. Classical economists claim that free trade 
fundamentally improves one’s socioeconomic status through creating prosperity that 
can be shared and trickled down to everyone. However, it is important to note the 
possibility of regional disparity within nations and disproportionate growth between 
nations. Furthermore, numerous cases have demonstrated that free trade could have 
adverse human impacts, especially in the form of human right infringements. Lack of 
protection for workers may eventually lead to unsustainable growth, leading to the 
rise of protectionism and challenges to the concept of free trade, explaining Trump’s 
emergence in US politics.82 

In some developing countries like Vietnam, Bangladesh and Cambodia, 
governments are either incapable or unwilling to fulfill their human rights obligations 
when they open up the borders of their countries to free trade. In cases where 
governments lack the incentives, they are more than willing to  compromise workers’ 
welfare for economic boost brought by increased business opportunities. In other 
cases, free trade restricts policy space and makes it challenging for government to pass 
the necessary legislations to ensure that the rights of workers are protected. 
Furthermore, contacts between companies and workers can be insecure or non-
existent, where workers might not have the platforms to air their grievances or to ask 
for better rights, salary and a much safer and conducive working environment.  

While free trade has led to the relocation of garment factories to developing 
nations with skilled labour such as Bangladesh and Vietnam, firms try to capitalise on 
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the poor labour regulations in these nations to drive down cost of production, 
compromising workers welfare in the very process.  For instance, the Rana Plaza 
building that collapsed in April 2013 in Bangladesh killed more than 1130 garment 
workers.83 due to the factory’s unwillingness to comply by building regulations and 
ensure that the workplace is safe with minimal fire hazard. In Bangkok, a 
subcontracted garment worker who works nine hours a day receive 264 baht (US $9) 
as payment84, 25 percent lower than living wage set by Bangkok government. In the 
absence of fair contracts, workers’ safety is not ensured and they receive no basic 
social protection, such as pension and sick leave either.  

Since globally competitive, profit-driven transnational corporations (TNCs) 
look for countries with cheapest labour and minimal taxation to set up their factories, 
developing countrie tend to have minimal provisions for workers with the bargaining 
and negotiation power of trade unions largely diminished to attract these TNCs. The 
fact that TNCs can be the dominating force in a local market that provide employment, 
goods and services also reduce the impetus for local governments to have effective 
and meaningful control over the way in which these TNCs treat their workers.  

 

Hence, an effective monitoring system is necessary to ensure that human rights 
are not infringed upon as factories offshore their operations and relocate their factories 
to developing nations. Delegates can agree on the basic rights that workers deserve to 
have as well as the punitive measures that can be imposed on MNCs that knowingly 
violate these stipulated rights. Previous efforts by multilateral international 
institutions and non-government organizations (NGOs) have produced limited 

                                                

83 Garrett Brown, Hansae Vietnam: Case Study of hazardous working conditions and the failure of 
corporate social responsibility audits to fix the hazards, Dec. 13, 2016, Retrieved from 
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improvements to this situation85. Hence, more has to be done to crackdown on 
sweatshops, illegal labour and other equally unethical labour practices. A balance has 
to be reached between workers’ welfare and overall economic growth so that the 
benefits of free trade can be reaped without the formation of a working underclass. 
This ensures that free trade brings about equitable growth, reducing negative 
sentiments from workers who have previously been mercilessly exploited, garnering 
greater support for the preservation of free trade.  

Environmental Sustainability 

Environmental sustainability is currently compromised by some countries that 
are pursuing free trade and accelerated economic development. As countries diversify 
their economies and attract MNCs to carry out their operations in their nations, they 
tend not to hold MNCs financially accountable for polluting the environment as they 
fear that this would drive the cost of production higher and coerce MNCs to relocate 
their operations. Hence, MNCs actions are more often than not unregulated, leading 
to rapid loss of freshwater, fisheries and fertile soil.86 While calls have been made for 
carbon taxes to be imposed on firms so that firms may be incentivised to adopt greener 
technologies or more environmentally friendly practices, countries have often been 
reluctant to impose tougher regulations on firms. Some elect to prioritise economic 
development above and beyond environmental sustainability, believing that both 
goals are not mutually exclusive and are largely incompatible in nature.  

Free trade in the form of global agricultural trade has created agricultural 
expansion, leading to deforestation and biodiversity loss in producer nations. For 
instance, the exports of produce such as soya bean and palm oil have led to increase 
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revenues in countries such as Brazil, though this has unfortunately come at the 
expense of rainforest and habitat destruction, adversely affecting climate change. 87 

Hence, free trade has environmental impacts that need to be mitigated and 
delegates can consider building on existing climate change agreements such as the 
Paris Climate Accord and the Copenhagen Agreement.   

 

 

  

                                                

87 Siyi Shen, Trade and Sustainable Development: Friend or Foe?, Feb. 6, 2018, Retrieved from 
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V. Potential Solutions 

Investment in education  

With free trade facilitating the relocation of factories to developing nations 
that offer skilled labour and significantly lower cost of production, the offshoring of 
these operations have led to unemployed workers. Hence, investment in education is 
imperative to equip workers with the necessary skill sets so that they can move on to 
find employment in other sectors and climb up the income ladder. Relevant training 
schemes will help workers take advantage of rapid digitalisation and technological 
change,88 helping them deal with the emerging challenges that the fourth industrial 
revolution might bring. This will increase their competitiveness relative to economic 
migrants and prevent them from being displaced by the likes of artificial intelligence 
and automation. Unemployment benefits can be given in the form of conditional 
handouts based on workers willingness to upgrade their skills or training subsidies. 
This will help them manage the transition to another industry. Furthermore, the better 
distribution of labour across the different sectors will reduce skills shortages and 
maximise allocative economic efficiency. 89 Consistent incentives have to be provided 
for workers to reskill and tax breaks may be offered to foreign multinational 
corporations that are willing to invest and commit to the reskilling of local workers.  

Increased restrictions on imports 

Given that globalisation has exacerbated income inequality, with workers 
having fallen through the cracks as the country generally develops, protectionists have 
called for increased restrictions to be imposed on the imports of manufactured goods. 
Restrictions can come in the form of quotas and tariffs in the hopes that firms can 
relocate their operations back to the industrialised regions of developed nations. This 
can increase job availability for locals. Such restrictive measures can also help to 
preserve the interest of local businesses which might be threatened by foreign firms 
that enjoy comparative advantages in the form of greater economies of scales and 
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lower cost of production. However, restrictive measures might not be effective in 
bringing the jobs back to developed nations if developed nations’ environmental 
regulations and tax regimes are great disincentives to firms. Furthermore, cheaper 
access to demand markets in developed nations might not be a sufficient incentive if 
the demand market is not substantial enough. Restrictions on imports might also do 
more harm to average consumers if prices of goods increase, leading to unintended 
inflation and higher cost of living, Furthermore, the country’s productivity might be 
compromised if access to key inputs for locally manufactured goods become severely 
limited.90 While some nations might argue that they have the autonomy and right to 
impose these restrictions, discussions regarding the nature and necessity of these 
restrictions will be needed. The circumstances under which such restrictions can be 
imposed independently by nations have to be noted. Discussions also have to be made 
regarding when such restrictions have to be called into question and rigorously 
assessed by the relevant international bodies.  

World Trade Organisation Reforms 

Calls for reforms to the world trade organisation has been made to increase the 
transparency and accountability of the international organisation. The European 
Union has recently submitted a proposal for an improvement in the dispute resolution 
mechanism of the organisation such that it is more relevant and robust. The European 
Union has also recently called for the increased enforceability of rulings and decisions 
made by the Appellate Body while stressing the need for it to project an image of 
impartiality.91 The European Union also seeks to break the deadlock regarding the 
appointment of officials to the Appellate Body by proposing a method that streamlines 
the process to one that is flexible and more efficient.  

While the proposals made by the European Union can be considered by 
delegates, delegates should also pay attention to the kinds of punitive measures that 
can be exercised and enforced on nations that choose to flagrantly violate WTO 
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rules.92 Delegates can also consider how countries that exercise forced technology 
transfer can be penalised and how trade distorting practices can be addressed. This is 
essential to prevent member nations such as China from maintaining discriminatory 
barriers against imports and carry out heavy intervention in the market to safeguard 
the interests and development of state-owned enterprises. Given that the conception 
of developed and developing countries have not been universally defined, countries 
take advantage of this to self classify themselves as developing nations so as to avoid 
certain stipulated obligations.93 Hence, it is possible for delegates to consider 
establishing criteria for the evaluation of a country’s status of development, as well as 
the necessary contributions these countries have to make to the global trading 
community.  

Ultimately, the World Trade Organisations requires reforms to ensure that it 
can continuing promoting a multilateral trading system that is sustainable and secure. 
Relevant checks and balances also have to be in place to ensure that the organisation 
is just and fair in its rulings.  

Social Safety Nets 

With exacerbating inequality said to be a result of globalisation, social safety 
nets can be introduced to cushion the impact of free trade on the less skilled workers 
who suffer from retrenchment and depressed wages. Social safety nets can come in 
the form of universal programmes such as social security and insurance schemes. This 
would help lift people out of the poverty line and provide them with necessary support 
when it comes to daily essentials, education and healthcare. Means tested programmes 
are also feasible if the right groups are appropriately targeted. Cash assistance 
programmes such as monetary handouts can be introduced to supplement the 
household incomes of those negatively affected by free trade with food stamps and 
housing assistance offered to those certified by relevant government authorities to be 
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https://www.twn.my/title2/wto.info/2018/ti180720.htm 
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struggling to make ends meet. 94 Support for such welfare programmes can be 
designed with the support of international assistance donors and multilateral 
development banks that have the relevant expertise and financial resources. However, 
there are fears that if poorly implemented, these programmes may disincentive work 
and lead to slacktivism in society with people forever heavily dependent on these 
programmes. Economic crisis in Spain, Greece and Ireland have also shown that social 
safety programmes might be fiscally unsustainable if managed poorly. Welfare 
programmes might also be insufficient in addressing the root cause of poverty if the 
contributing circumstances are not properly investigated and identified. Welfare 
programmes might also not address disgruntled attitudes and underlying resentment 
towards globalisation for causing widening inequality. 95 Hence, social safety nets can 
soften the blow for the losers of free trade but proper management is necessary to 
mitigate the drawbacks aforementioned.  
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VI. Questions a Resolution Must Answer 

1. How can existing frameworks of the World Trade Organisation be revised 
such that the trade dispute resolution mechanism can be a lot more effective, 
robust and enforceable?  

2. What are the impacts foreign multinational corporations have on regulatory 
policies, economic policies and tax regimes? How can the benefits be 
enhanced and negative implications mitigated?  

3. To what extent is the degree of government intervention permissible and how 
do tariffs and taxes affect the balance and fairness of trade?  

VII. Conclusion 

With the multilateral trading framework threatened by protectionists seeking 
to protect the interests of individual locals and local businesses, it is important for 
delegates to consider the stances of different stakeholders towards free trade as well 
as free trade’s relevance in today’s age. While protectionists call for the erection of 
trade barriers such as tariffs and quotas, it is important for delegates to consider the 
implications of actions targeted at restricting the movement of goods and labour across 
our borders. Furthermore, delegates seeking to preserve free trade should also 
consider the social, political and environmental impacts of free trade as well as 
possible measures that can be implemented to address them. Ultimately, delegates 
must reach a consensus as to how the existing trade dispute resolution mechanism can 
be improved such that it is more robust and relevant. Delegates must also reached an 
understanding as to how trade can be more equitable and beneficial to everyone.  
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