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Abstract
Marine plastic litter (MPL) is currently one of the most pressing global environmental issues,
with impacts on biodiversity, societies, businesses and economies. With a multitude of drivers,
sources, and pathways, MPL is considered a transboundary and complex environmental
problem. Indeed, as much as 10 million tonnes of plastic are estimated to flow into the marine
environment every year. In light of this, there is an increasing awareness of the need for
international cooperation to strengthen global governance on MPL. The United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP) is one essential actor in this regard. Representing the core
UN organisation for environmental matters, UNEP plays a crucial role as a reviewer of
environmental matters and catalyser for action, as well as a coordinator and capacity builder.
This master thesis sheds light on UNEP’s potential leadership role in the global governance on
MPL, and seeks to answer the following research question: has UNEP shown significant
leadership in strengthening the global governance on marine plastic litter, and if so, what is the
extent of its efforts?
The thesis draws on the literature of global environmental governance and international
regimes, and especially on the role of leadership in the formation phase of international regimes.
The concept of leadership entails a certain level of influence or power, in which one actor is
able to steer the behaviour of others towards a certain goal. Young’s (1991) leadership types –
intellectual leadership, entrepreneurial leadership, and structural leadership – are found
particularly relevant for the investigation of UNEP’s leadership role. Intellectual leadership is
built upon knowledge and ideas, entrepreneurial leadership encompasses agenda-setting,
facilitating policy options and brokering solutions, and structural leadership includes the use of
material power to leverage specific bargains. In order to investigate the global governance of
MPL in a structured manner, the thesis further builds on Stokke’s (2011) categorisation of
governance tasks: knowledge building, norm building, and implementation building
(encompassing both capacity building and rule enforcement). In the examination of UNEP’s
role within each of these governance tasks, three sub-questions are introduced to support the
analysis: i) what type(s) of leadership has UNEP exercised?, ii) has UNEP been the most
important contributor or one of the most contributor among the international actors?, and iii)
has UNEP’s contribution provided results?
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The thesis follows a case study design. The focus of the case study is the role of the
intergovernmental organisation UNEP in combatting the global environmental problem of
MPL. The time period covered by the thesis loosely spans from 2009 to the early fall of 2019,
with emphasis on the last five years. Furthermore, the thesis applies qualitative methods,
notably semi-structured interviews and document-based analysis. The primary sources of data
are 18 interviews with people from the UN system, civil society, academia, governments, and
businesses. The methods used ensure rich and detailed amounts of information, which is critical
as MPL is a relatively recent topic of research in the field of political science. The present
literature on global governance on MPL mainly focus on the need for an internationally binding
agreement, and country-led policies and bans. Little research has yet occurred on stakeholders,
coalitions, and political leadership. The thesis is one small contribution to fill these gaps and
aims to provide new insights into an emerging field of study. It finds that UNEP has shown
significant leadership in strengthening the global governance on MPL, particularly through
strategies of intellectual and entrepreneurial leadership. By investigating the extent of UNEP’s
efforts, the thesis finds that UNEP has particularly contributed to the governance tasks of
knowledge building and norm building, and to a lesser extent on capacity building
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Chapter 1 Introduction
Marine plastic litter (MPL) is currently one of the most acute global environmental problems.
According to conservative estimates, more than 5.25 trillion plastic particles are floating around
all the world’s oceans (Eriksen et al., 2014, p. 7-9). MPL is a transboundary environmental
problem (Vince and Hardesty, 2016, p. 1), insofar as plastic in the ocean is not constrained by
national boundaries, and therefore requires international cooperation and coordination (Borrelle
et al. 2017, p. 9995-9997). However, there is currently no global framework or instrument with
the overarching aim at reducing and preventing MPL from both sea-based and land-based
sources. A multitude of actors are increasing their responses, and several are now calling for
new measures to solve the global MPL problem (Borrelle et al. 2017; Dauvergne, 2018;
Raubenheimer and McIlgorm, 2017; Simon and Schulte, 2017a; Vince and Hardesty, 2016).
However, if the motivation for addressing this global environmental issue is growing, the
challenges of dealing with MPL worldwide are complex and manifold. Plastic has infiltrated
almost every aspect of our society. The plastic dependency of the global economy is visible
throughout the value chain of many industries, including food retailing, construction,
electronics, agriculture and textiles, to name a few (Dauvergne, 2018, p. 22). As this topic has
reached the height of the global environmental agenda, this master thesis will particularly
explore the United Nations Environment Programme’s (UNEP) role in the global governance
on MPL. The overarching research question is: UNEP has shown significant leadership in
strengthening the global governance on marine plastic litter, and if so, what is the extent
of its efforts? In order to answer the research question, the thesis will investigate a set of subquestions: i) what type(s) of leadership has UNEP exercised?, ii) has UNEP been the most
important contributor or one of the most important contributors among the international actors?,
and iii) has UNEP’s contribution provided results?
UNEP, sometimes referred to as UN Environment, was a result of 113 governments coming
together for the Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment in Sweden in 1972. During
this conference, the UN General Assembly (UNGA) established UNEP as the
intergovernmental body for global environmental problems (UNGA, 1972, p. 43-45). Often
referred to as the anchor organisation for the global environment (Ivanova, 2010, p. 30; Urho
et al., 2019, p. 15), the role of UNEP is to assess the state of the global environmental, and to
1

act as a catalyst and coordinator for environmental issues (Bierman, Davies and Grijp, 2009, p.
352). Over the years, relevant reforms of UNEP have reinforced its role with regards to
coordination, capacity building and awareness-raising (Ivanova, 2010; UNGA, 2012a, p. 1718; Urho et al., 2019, p. 16). UNEP refers to its role as the “lead organisation to coordinate
environmental matters within the United Nations system” (UNEP, 2015a, p. 3). UNEP is hence
well-placed to take a leading role in advancing on global governance of environmental issues,
such as MPL.
The topic of MPL has received relatively little attention in political science and social science
literature thus far, though an increase has been observed in media and political awareness
(Dauvergne, 2018). The social science literature on global responses to MPL is still in its early
days. Yet, there is a growing body of literature on the need for a new international binding
agreement on MPL or plastic pollution (Borrelle et al., 2017; Simon and Schulte, 2017a;
Raubenheimer and McIlgorm, 2017; Raubenheimer and McIlgorm, 2018a, Raubenheimer and
McIlgorm, 2018b), as well as national policies and bans (Xanthos and Walker, 2017), and on
sub-national strategies (Vince and Hardesty, 2016). Less research has been conducted on
stakeholders, coalitions, and political leadership in the context of global governing
arrangements. Given the sense of urgency around MPL, the global governance gaps, and the
lack of political science research, this master thesis aims to provide a small contribution to a
fast-moving and dynamic area of discussion and literature. This chapter offers an introduction
to the core components of the master thesis, starting with an overview of relevant theoretical
perspectives, followed by an introduction to the methodology and scope, before presenting the
research framework.
Theory: With an array of environmental problems, there has been a growth in the actors
involved and in the development of systems and arrangements attempting to address
environmental issues - often referred to as global environmental governance. Governance can
be viewed as a “steering of practices by public and private authorities, including through
international institutions, state legislations, non-governmental standards, corporate codes of
conduct, and societal norms of right and wrong” (Dauvergne, 2018, p. 23). This thesis draws
on the literature of global environmental governance and of international regimes. Defined as
“social institutions consisting of agreed upon principles, norms, rules, procedures and programs
that govern the interactions of actors in specific issue areas” (Levy, Young and Zürn 1995, p.
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274), international regimes are seen as one important form of global governance. The literature
on international regimes has especially shed light on why and how regimes emerge and develop.
In the absence of a holistic global instrument to tackle MPL and with its rise on the global
environmental agenda, the literature on international regime formation proves relevant to this
study. Particularly, a group of regime scholars, such as Underdal (1992) and Young (1991),
have theorised on the role of leadership as a condition for successful international regime
formation. The thesis draws on this literature with a focus on the role of leadership in the
strengthening of global governance on MPL.
Leadership entails a certain level of influence or power, where the leader is able to steer the
behaviour of others towards a specific objective (Underdal, 1992, p. 1). In the context of
international regimes formation, this objective is a joint purpose or a common good. Moreover,
it is especially the forms of less coercive or non-coercive influence that are of interest
(Underdal, 1992, p. 1). The leadership literature on international regimes has conventionally
focused on the role of states, while intergovernmental organisations (IGOs) have been given
much less attention. This master thesis considers the leadership roles that an IGO can exercise.
As an analytical point of departure, this entails the belief that IGOs can have resources,
capacities, and agency beyond states, and therefore have the ability to influence global
governance. Moreover, leadership is founded on both the intention to achieve something and
the means to put this intent into action (Saul and Seidel, 2011, p. 902). UNEP has clearly
articulated the intent on being a leader in global environmental governance. However, based
upon the available means, some strategies of leadership are more applicable to IGOs than
others.
Young (1991) offers a three-folded categorisation of leadership: intellectual leadership,
entrepreneurial leadership, and structural leadership. Intellectual leadership is built upon
knowledge and cognitive abilities; entrepreneurial leadership entails agenda-setting, identifying
and brokering solutions; and structural leadership encompasses the use of structural power to
leverage specific bargains. Underdal (1992) provides an alternative categorisation: instrumental
leadership, power-based (or coercive) leadership, and unilateral leadership. According to
Underdal (1992), instrumental leadership refers to the actor’s ability to find opportunities or
solutions for common ends, coercive leadership consists of conventional power politics in a
negotiating forum, and unilateral leadership includes the act of leading by example. However,
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as Young’s (1991) categorisation, particularly the entrepreneurial and intellectual leadership
types, holds the most analytical potential in the study of UNEP, the leadership types
investigated in this thesis are those of Young.
Intellectual leadership is of interest because UNEP has traditionally had a strong knowledgebased mission and emphasised the provision of environmental information. This leadership type
is based on ideas and knowledge, and relies on scientific research, strong technical
understanding of the issues, and information-building (Young, 1991). The concept of an
entrepreneurial leader is also relevant to UNEP since it emphasises the role of a “populariser”
who communicates a sense of urgency and facilitates solutions (Young, 1991). Entrepreneurial
leadership involves agenda-setting, developing new and innovative solutions, and mediating
compromises between stakeholders (Corneloup and Mol, 2014; Andersson and Mol, 2002). It
requires capacities such as knowledge about the issue, the ability to translate information into
more accessible content, as well as policy development “know-how”.
Lastly, the thesis considers Young’s (1991) structural leadership. Can an IGO exercise
leadership based upon material resources? If an IGO with a flexible and large budget, could
allocate resources to recipients with a level of conditionality attached to it, this would arguably
fit into the notion of structural leadership. The World Bank and the Global Environmental
Facility (GEF) are often mentioned in this regard (e.g. Abrahamsen, 2004; Goldman, 2007;
Werksman, 2009, p. 192). However, UNEP has fewer material resources than these institutions,
and scholars often point to UNEP’s weak political and financial power (Ivanova, 2010, p. 4550). Yet, UNEP remains a major UN programme with a significant budget of several hundred
million US dollars per biennium (e.g., in 2018, the total budget was 398 US$ million) (UNEP,
2018a, p. 4). Thus, while structural leadership is viewed as perhaps less relevant to UNEP than
the previous types of leadership, it is still included in the scope of this study.
To summarise, this master thesis will make use of the literature on international regimes and
global environmental governance, and especially build on Young’s (1991) understanding of
intellectual, entrepreneurial and structural leadership to investigate UNEP’s leadership role
within the global governance on MPL.
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Methodology: The thesis will engage with qualitative social science methods. It can be viewed
as a case study, where the aim is to highlight features of a broader population – to shed light on
a bigger universe of a phenomenon (Seawright and Gerring, 2008, p. 294). Following this
understanding, the thesis combines two phenomena: MPL as a case of an international
environmental problem; and UNEP as a case of an IGO. The research is based on semistructured interviews and on a document-based analysis. In total, 18 interviews with people
from the UN system, civil society, academia, governments, and private sector represents the
primary sources of data for this thesis. The use of documents and online resources has provided
a secondary source of data. The combination of sources of evidences are recommended in case
study research, as the purpose is to provide an in-depth study of a phenomenon (Yin, 2018, p.
126-127). Ensuring that evidences are checked against each other - often referred to as data
triangulation - strengthens the quality of the research and findings (Yin, 2018, p. 127-129).
Scope - the case of MPL and UNEP: Marine litter refers to “any anthropogenic, manufactured
or processed solid material discarded, disposed of, or abandoned in the environment, including
all materials discarded into the sea, on the shore, or brought indirectly to the sea by rivers,
sewage, stormwater, waves or winds” (UNEP and NOAA, 2012, p. 1). It includes a range of
materials, while the majority of marine litter consists of plastic material (STAP, 2011, p. 6;
GESAMP, 2015, p. 9). This master thesis primarily hence uses the term marine plastic litter
(MPL). MPL comes in all sizes - from large plastic items, referred to as macroplastic, to
microplastic, which is defined as smaller than 5 mm in diameter (GESAMP, 2015, p. 14). The
plastic ends up in the ocean from both sea-based (e.g., shipping and fishing) and land-based
sources (e.g., plastic discarded on land or due to poor waste management systems) (UNEP,
2016a). According to estimates, as much as 10 million tonnes of plastic are flowing into the
ocean every year (Boucher & Billard, 2019, p. 68). Due to its material properties, plastic can
take up to a hundred years to decompose (UNEP and GRID-Arendal, 2016, p. 7).
The negative environmental impacts are complex, including loss of animal life and welfare as
a result of ingestion and entanglement of plastic. MPL can be viewed as an environmental crisis
on its own (Vince and Stoett, 2018). However, the picture becomes even grimmer when
considering MPL in combination with other major ocean issues, such as fish stock depletion,
ocean acidification, coral bleaching, and sea-level rise. Following the planetary boundaries
framework developed by Rockström et al (2009), Villarrubia-Gomez, Cornell, and Fabres
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(2018) argue that the calculus of the planetary boundaries should also include plastic. Moreover,
MPL is also a social concern, as it can potentially affect food security, human health, and human
welfare. The economic costs (to society and businesses) could be severe, including a loss in
revenues from tourism and recreational activities, damage to vessel and shipping, and
aquaculture production (Cole et al., 2011; Xanthos and Walker, 2017).
Given the potential negative impacts and the transboundary characteristics of MPL, there is a
need for global responses to address the issue. However, the global governance on MPL remains
insufficient with a fragmented group of relevant frameworks (Dauvergne, 2018; Simon and
Schulte, 2017b, p. 7). The current international frameworks are a combination of legally binding
and voluntary, at both global and regional level. At a global level, these include the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), the International Convention for the
Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL), and the Convention on the Prevention of
Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and Other Matter (London Convention) (UNEP,
2016a). The UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development also focuses on MPL through
Sustainable Development Goal 14 and target 14.1, which relates to the prevention and reduction
of marine pollution (UN SDGs Partnerships Platform, 2019a). Moreover, the Convention on
the Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and their Disposal (the Basel
Convention), the Code of Conduct of the UN Food and Agriculture Organisations (FAO), as
well as the Global Programme of Action for the Protection of the Marine Environment from
Land-based Activities (GPA), are also relevant (UNEP, 2016a).
None of these frameworks have the reduction of MPL as their main goal, nor do they provide
the overarching authority to guide all stakeholders and effectively address all sources of MPL
(Dauvergne, 2018). It is estimated that the majority of MPL comes from land-based sources
and particularly insufficient waste management systems (Jambeck et al., 2015; Vince and
Stoett, 2018, p. 200). As MPL is a symptom of activities that originate far from the ocean, the
most preferable course of action are preventive measures to reduce the generation of plastic
waste and to improve the handling of waste (Raubenheimer and McIlgorm, 2018b, p. 3; UNEP
and GRID-Arendal, 2016). This also includes interventions that address the manufacturing,
production, and consumption of plastic products, particularly single-use plastic (UNEP and
GRID-Arendal, 2016). Clean-up activities are less effective to combatting the systemic problem
at its source, but it could have positive immediate effects on the marine environment, as well
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as for awareness-raising and research purposes (UNEP and GRID-Arendal, 2016, p. 46). In the
context of the absence of an overarching framework, the United Nations Environmental
Assembly (UNEA) assessment on the effectiveness of global governance on marine litter and
microplastic (2017), identified numerous governance challenges. These included issues related
to knowledge and monitoring, mitigating capacities of countries, industry engagement and
product manufacturing, as well as poor compliance and enforcement of existing normative
frameworks (UNEP, 2017a, p. 12-13).
With a multitude of sources, drivers and pathways of MPL, the relevant global instruments can
be found across several thematical areas. Following the UNEA assessment (2017), the global
instruments can be grouped into clusters (UNEP, 2017a, p. 26). One group of policy instruments
can be clustered around marine pollution, as MPL is seen as a marine environment issue.
Another cluster is the policy instruments related to waste and chemicals, with to the growing
realisation of the importance of tackling waste management on land (Jambeck et al., 2015).
Improved waste management infrastructure has indeed been identified as one of the most
concrete solutions in the short-term (UNEP, 2017a, p. 10). Waste management goes hand in
hand with the chemical component, which includes the chemicals used to manufacture plastic
materials, product design and production (GESAMP, 2015, p. 45-52; UNEP, 2015b; UNEP,
2015c). It also relates to the plastic dependency of our global economy (closely linked to the
fossil fuel industry1), and the multifaceted sector and industry integration. Indirectly, policy
instruments under the thematic cluster biodiversity also prove relevant. However, these do not
have the mandate of preventing pollution (UNEP, 2017a, p. 31). For that reason, the thematic
area of biodiversity is excluded, and the thesis only focuses on two thematic clusters: marine
pollution and waste and chemicals.
Given the broadness of the MPL topic, it has been a strategic choice of this thesis to keep a
single-actor focus in order to narrow down the scope. As the most significant amount of MPL
comes from land-based sources, it has seemed logical to keep the focus on UNEP. Moreover,
UNEP has implemented instruments and activities within the “reach” of both the thematic areas.
For example, the Global Programme of Action for the protection of the Marine Environment

1

According to CIEL (2017a and 2017b), 99% of plastics are produced with chemicals for fossil fuels (e.g. from
feedstocks such as natural gas, oil, or coal).
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from Land-based Activities (GPA), the Regional Seas Programme and the UNEP-led Global
Partnership on Marine Litter (GPML) are vital to UNEP’s activities within the thematic area
marine pollution. As for waste and chemicals, UNEP’s efforts involve the Chemicals and
Wastes Branch of the Economy Division of the UN Environment, and the Basel, Rotterdam,
Stockholm (BRS) Conventions Secretariat. However, it should also be noted that there are a
number of relevant international actors in addition to UNEP. For example, the International
Maritime Organisation (IMO) has a clear mandate on the prevention of pollution from ships
(IMO, 2019a), and the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) has a specialised role
regarding fisheries and aquaculture (FAO, 2019a). The World Health Organisation (WHO) is
increasingly involved in the issue due to the many human health concerns of microplastics
(WHO, 2019a; WHO, 2019b), and the World Trade Organisation (WTO) is also included in
discussions, to ensure input related to trade, production and manufacturing (WTO, 2018).
The time period covered by the thesis loosely spans from 2009 to the early fall of 2019. Some
activity from the mid-2000s is also included when relevant. However, the emphasis of the thesis
is on the last five years.
Research framework: In order to answer the research question, the following elements provide
the key components of the research framework. The three leadership types - intellectual,
entrepreneurial, and structural - will be applied to examine UNEP’s leadership role. As
governance is a relatively flexible term that encompasses a variety of activities (Dauvergne,
2018, p. 23), the concept of governance tasks is utilised to structure the analysis of global
governance on MPL. Following Stokke (2011, p. 144-150), the governance tasks knowledge
building, norm building, and implementation building constitute the framing for the empirical
chapters. Knowledge building is essential for understanding the severity of the problem, its
effects and the various options for addressing it. Norm building, at the global level, provides
the foundation for international regulation and frameworks. Implementation building finally
includes both rule enforcement and capacity building. However, since no binding agreement
with relevance to reduction or prevention of MPL exist UNEP auspices, rule enforcement is
less relevant. Therefore, the thesis mainly focuses on capacity building, which is vital to ensure
that countries and other stakeholders can take action on MPL.
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This master thesis asks the overarching research question of whether UNEP has shown
significant leadership in strengthening the global governance on MPL, and if so, the extent of
its efforts. A set of sub-questions are introduced in the empirical chapters, in order to support
the analysis. These focus on: i) type(s) of leadership by UNEP, ii) UNEP’s importance
compared to other international actors, and finally, iii) whether UNEP’s contribution has
provided results. As the main research question contains terms that are open to interpretation,
(i.e. significant and extent), these sub-questions can be utilised as criteria in the analysis. If the
analysis concludes positively regarding the three sub-questions, it would also find that the
leadership has been significant. Moreover, the extent refers especially to the third sub-question,
which focuses on the results of UNEP’ efforts. By investigating the results of UNEP’s
contribution within the three different governance tasks, these findings also add to the insight
on the extent of UNEP’s efforts.
The master thesis is structured in the following way. Chapter 2 elaborates on the key
concepts of the thesis, by providing an analytical starting point of the literature on global
environmental governance, leadership, and the role of IGOs. Chapter 3 outlines the
methodological groundwork, describing the process of data-gathering, utilisation and key
reflections on the research framework. Chapters 4, 5 and 6 represent the empirical chapters.
Here, the three governance tasks – knowledge building (chapter 4), norm building (chapter 5)
and implementation building (chapter 6) – are provided one chapter each. The empirical
chapters are structured around the three types of leadership, namely intellectual leadership,
entrepreneurial leadership, and structural leadership, and the three sub-questions are discussed
in each of these chapters. The conclusions are presented in chapter 7, in which the thesis aims
to deliver insights to the role of IGOs in global governance and on the emerging research field
of MPL.
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Chapter 2 Theory
The chapter investigates the main theoretical concepts relevant to the master thesis. The thesis
seeks to answer whether UNEP has shown significant leadership in strengthening the global
governance on marine plastic litter (MPL), and if so, what is the extent of its efforts. The
starting point of the chapter is the scholarly literature on global environmental governance and
governance tasks. The chapter then focuses on leadership in the formation of international
regimes. It continues by looking at the potential applications of the concept for IGOs, before
introducing the different types of leadership and providing an in-depth overview of the three
relevant leadership types.

2.1 Global Environmental Governance
Some issues are too complex and intertwined for states to address them alone, such as matters
related to global environmental degradation. A specific environmental change may originate in
one location of the world, but it can have negative environmental consequences far beyond its
place of origin. For instance, chemical accidents (Bertazzi et al., 1998; Broughton, 2005; Lewis
and Ricker, 2020). In other cases, environmental problems are the result of accumulated effects
from the activities of many actors, in different locations and over long periods. For example,
the global loss of biological diversity or the global warming of the planet. Because of the longtime frames and the spatial scale of many issues (Auer, 2000, p. 169), and complicated causesand effects relationships, it is often difficult and time consuming to find common
understandings of responsibilities and to take appropriate actions. In such situations,
international cooperation between stakeholders proves fundamental for policymaking aimed at
protecting the planet (O’Neill, 2013, p. 232).
While states remain the main actors in the sphere of global environmental politics, they are far
from being the only ones. The scope of stakeholders engaging in global environmental topics
is broad - ranging from states to non-governmental organisations (NGOs), international
organisations (IOs), intergovernmental organisations (IGOs), the private sector actors, and
knowledge-based communities (Auer, 2000, p. 155-156). In this context, global environmental
governance encompasses multi-level arrangements (e.g., policies, frameworks, and
constellations) and multilateral environmental agreements (MEAs) attempting to ameliorate
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environmental issues (Karns, Mingst and Stiles, 2015; O’Neill, 2013, p. 232). It consists of
complex instruments and many actors, and is characterised as ‘non-hierarchical’ (Karns,
Mingst, and Stiles, 2015, p. 2) and beyond national boundaries (Biermann and Pattberg, 2008,
p. 278). Hence, global environmental governance offers an inclusive understanding of how
behaviour is formed at the international level.
The concept of international regimes is also relevant in this context. By defining the
expectations for interactions between relevant stakeholders within a certain environmental
problem area (Levy, Young, and Zürn 1995, p. 274), international regimes are seen as an
essential part of global environmental governance. According to Levy, Young, and Zürn (1995,
p. 274), international regimes can consist of principles, norms, rules, procedures, and programs.
Krasner (1982, p. 186) includes elements such as cognitive understanding, believes, and
standards for behaviour, as well as prescriptions, procedures, and practices for implementing
action and following decisions. Thus, international regimes have a vital socialising role of the
relevant actors.

Governance tasks
At its core, governance of the global environment is about “the use, management, and protection
of environmental resources and processes” (Vatn, 2015, p. 134). It is the process of developing
objectives and goals, as well as the structures, i.e. the administration and organisation, that these
substantial matters are born through. The concept of governance implies steering, which can
occur at different levels and by different actors (Vatn, 2015, p. 133). According to Dauvergne
(2018, p. 23), governance encompasses practices steered by both private and public actors.
In the case of some environmental issues, the global community has developed specific
instruments. For instance, the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change for addressing
climate change, and the Secretariat of the UN Convention on Biological Diversity for
addressing the loss of biodiversity. However, there is currently no defined global framework in
place to combat MPL. Nevertheless, many actors and activities are involved in addressing the
issue. Therefore, in the case of global governance on MPL, it is useful to distinguish among
different governance tasks to investigate global governance: (i) knowledge building, ii) norm
building, and iii) implementation building (Stokke, 2011, p. 143-150).
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i)

Knowledge building

Knowledge building is vital to global environmental governance. Decision-makers,
policymakers, and planners are dependent on understanding the seriousness of an issue, its
causes, and consequences, as well as potential solutions. Naturally, it is easier to address an
issue when there is a large-scale consensus about its origin and severity. Knowledge based on
consensual and trustworthy science provides credibility to governance (Stokke, 2011, p. 147).
By involving a broad range of scientific sources, it shows a thorough process and proper
consideration of values, concerns and data/information gathering. Thus, it is easier to view the
knowledge as fair or unbiased, which relates to the legitimacy of the knowledge (Stokke, 2011,
p. 147-148; Mitchell, Clark, and Cash, 2006). Moreover, in cases where the knowledge delivers
clear information about the costs and benefits of policy options and is used for policydevelopment, it also provides saliency (Stokke, 2011, p. 147-148; Mitchell, Clark, and Cash,
2006).

ii)

Norm building

In the international community, norms are understood as the collective standards and
expectations for appropriate behaviour and conduct of a specific actor (Katzenstein, 1996, p.
5). Some would also refer to it as rules and principles (Woodward, 2010, p. 2). When norms
are endorsed by states, they are included in international law-making and steers the global
governance on a specific issue (Woodward, 2010, p. 2). These frameworks can be both legally
binding (‘hard laws’) and voluntarily (‘soft laws’) (Skjærseth, Stokke and Wettestad, 2006, p.
104). Stokke (2011, p. 148) points to three dimensions essential to norm building: applicability,
coverage, and substantive strength, which affect the contribution norms can make to problemsolving. Applicability represents both internal determinacy (i.e., that the specific rule is
unmistakably communicated) and external coherence (i.e., the norm is in accordance or
coherence with other international norms) (Stokke and Vidas, 1996; Stokke, 2011, p. 148).
Coverage relates to the involvement of the states or stakeholders most essential to solution
making (Barret, 2003, p. 365), and substantive strength refers to the ability to solve the problem
at hand with the specific norm (Stokke, 2011, p. 149).

iii)

Implementation building

According to Stokke (2011, p. 144-150), there are also two other tasks of governance: capacity
building and rule enforcement. These can be categorised under the umbrella of implementation
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building, as both are particularly relevant for the implementation of problem-solving solutions.
Implementation requires the capacity and willingness to act. The implementing capacity of
countries, as well as other actors, is vital to global environmental governance (VanDeveer and
Dabelko, 2001, p. 18). Capacity building efforts typically rely on the ability to utilise best
practice examples or models to learn from, normative commitment, and the financial capacities
(Stokke, 2011, p. 149). The transfer of resources and funds - be it for technological solutions or
business innovation - is often seen as the essential component of capacity building (Stokke,
2011, p. 149). While capacity building intends to develop an actor’s ability to take action, rule
enforcement focuses on deterring non-compliance of institutionalised rules (Stokke, 2011, p.
150). Rule enforcement adds a risk of exposure and sanctions in situations where actors do not
comply with a given framework or instrument.
To summarise, the three governance tasks knowledge building, norm building, and
implementation building are utilised in this thesis as frames to structure the analysis of global
governance on MPL. The thesis will investigate whether UNEP has exercised leadership and if
so, the extent of its efforts, by investigating each of the governance tasks. In order to support
the analysis, three sub-questions are asked within each of the empirical chapters: i) what type(s)
of leadership has UNEP exercised?, ii) has UNEP been the most important contributor or one
of the most important contributors among the international actors?, and iii) has UNEP’s
contribution provided results?

2.2 Leadership in international regimes formation
The international regime literature has investigated why and how international regimes emerge
and develop. Social forces such as power, knowledge, and interests have been seen as drivers
of regime formation processes - notably closely related to the conventional schools of thoughts
within the study of international regimes (Hasenclever, Mayer, and Rittberger, 1996, p. 178179). Scholars following the realist tradition stress the structural power distribution as the most
significant factor driving the formation of an international regime. Others who emphasise
knowledge, point to the role of ideas and social learning. Those who look to interests,
concentrate their attention on the structures of the problem, constellations, and conflicts of
interests, as well as coordination between actors (Levy, Young and Zürn, 1995, p. 283-284).
However, studies have also found that factors such as leadership play a part in the formation of
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international regimes. It was introduced during the early 1990s by a group of regime scholars
conceptualising on the role of leadership as a condition for successful regime formation.
In this context, leadership is related to “the collective pursuit of some common good or joint
purposes”, and defined as “an asymmetrical relationship of influence, where one actor guides
or directs the behaviour of others towards a certain goal over a certain period of time”
(Underdal, 1992, p. 1). Thus, the concept of leadership entails a relation between a leader and
one or more followers (Andresen and Agrawala, 2002, p. 42). Furthermore, it also shows that
leadership consists of both the intention to achieve something and the means to put this intent
into action (Saul and Seidel, 2011, p. 902). For an actor to become a leader, there has to be an
intent to resolve a collective action problem, where other actors also have to contribute to
solving the issue. Additionally, some leadership actions have to take place (Saul and Seidel,
2011, p. 902-903). Underdal (1994, p. 179-180) also notes that the likelihood of the need for
leadership can be viewed in parallel to the complexity of the issue and the negotiation settings.
While most of the literature focuses on states (e.g., Corneloup and Mol, 2014; Vogler and
Stephan, 2007; Saul and Seidel, 2011; Underdal, 1992), some also highlight the role of other
actors. Without doubting the role of collective entities (Young, 1991, p. 281), Young
emphasised the individual actor by defining leadership as “actions of individuals who
endeavour to solve or circumvent the collective action problems that plague the efforts of parties
seeking to reap joint gains in processes of institutional bargaining” (Young, 1991, p. 285). The
varying accounts on whether to emphasise individual or collective actors portray the close and
complex connections between the collective and the individual. Young argues that while
individuals act on behalf of a collective entity, it is still the behaviour and skills of the individual
that are decisive (Young, 1991, p. 287). The previous UNEP Executive Director Mostafa
Tolba’s role in the Montreal Protocol is one example of an individual that showed leadership
and critically contributed to the end-result (Benedick, 2009, p. 18; O’Neill, 2013, p. 236).
Underdal (1994, p. 180), on the other hand, point out that any individual is involved as a result
of its professional capacity and on the basis of their position in a collective entity. Therefore,
the individual can hardly be separated from the collective entity that the individual represents.
Thus, the literature opens up for a broad understanding of actors, where leaders can be both
collective entities (such as states, IGOs, NGOs, MNCs) and individuals.
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What leadership can IGOs exhibit? A first glance
As IGOs are established to positively contribute to international cooperation, they play a crucial
role in global governance structures (Vatn, 2015, p. 143-150). However, it has gained little
attention in the literature on leadership in international regimes. As such, it is interesting to
investigate whether the leadership concept can be applied to a study of an IGO, both from an
analytical and empirical point of view.
IGOs are formal institutions with states as their principal members. The states voluntarily join
and support the IGO through funding and participating in decision-making - for the purpose of
a collective action problem (Pease, 2018). IGOs are formed through and granted responsibilities
by states. In most cases, IGOs provide recommendations on the course of action ultimately left
in the hands of states. However, IGOs also have an influencing ability that goes beyond purely
being agents of their member states (Karns, Mingst and Stiles, 2015, p. 14). They have a variety
of resources and capacities, including funds, information, and broad networks and human
resources (Biermann, Davies, and der Grijp, 2009, p. 354). A secretariat of an IGO delivers the
institutional context and forum for international cooperation. It is therefore in the position to
set agendas and frame topics, to communicate with and support countries, as well as to provide
analysis and interpretation of information that advises decision-making and implementation
(O’Neill, 2013, p. 231-241; Karns, Mingst and Stiles, 2015, p. 12-15). Thus, IGOs can advance
the cognitive basis for policymaking, including scientific and institutional knowledge and
awareness-raising (Biermann, Davies, and der Grijp, 2009, p. 355). As pointed out by Karns,
Mingst and Stiles (2015, p. 13), the secretariats of IGOs can be vital to “persuading states to
act, coordinating the efforts of different groups, providing the diplomatic skills to secure
agreements, and ensuring the effectiveness of programmes”. By fostering and providing
direction on new international norms, and taking active roles in on-going negotiations, there is
a normative influence. Furthermore, through taking an “on-the-ground role”, for example, by
financing or undertaking projects on the ground, IGOs also execute influence (Biermann,
Davies and der Grijp 2009, p. 355).
Despite such resources and capacities, not all types of leadership in international regime
literature apply to IGOs. Following Underdal’s (1992) three types - unilateral leadership,
instrumental leadership, and coercive leadership, a unilateral leader describes one actor’s efforts
to unilaterally act towards a collective problem. This type of leadership could be relevant in the
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case of a state or multinational corporation (MNC) attempting to take a ‘lead-by-example’
leadership role within a thematic area. For example, an individual state taking hard action on
climate change (e.g. see Oberthür and Roche Kelly, 2008), or an MNC taking a leading role on
sustainable production (e.g., Unilever (Sim et al., 2016, p. 292-293)). The unilateral leadership
type is less relevant for an IGO because most IGOs are unique in their specialised thematical
areas, core functions, and mandate (Karns, Mingst, and Stiles, 2015, p. 13-17).
Underdal’s (1992) coercive leadership type focuses on the use of positive and negative
incentives to influence others. This is similar to Young’s (1991) structural leadership in his
leadership categorisation, which is described together with entrepreneurial leadership and
intellectual leadership. The essential feature of structural leadership (or coercive leadership)
lies in the ability to translate structural power, such as financial strength and political power,
into leverage. The leverage is used to create incentives or costs when bargaining and reaching
agreements (Parker, Karlsson, and Hjerpe, 2015, p. 4-5; Young, 1991, p. 290; Gupta and
Ringius, 2001, p. 282). Structural leadership could apply to the study of an IGO, however, it
depends on the level of structural capacity. As UNEP is a major intergovernmental organisation,
with a significant budget per biennium (UNEP, 2019b, p. 3-5), it seems worthwhile to include
this leadership type for analysis.
Moreover, Underdal’s (1992) account of instrumental leadership provides some promise to the
study of IGOs, because it centres on one actor’s ability to find means and solutions to achieve
a collective goal. Malnes (1995) offers a parallel interpretation by arguing for problem-solving
leadership, which stresses the ability to set people on a new course and present new incentives.
However, to examining UNEP, Young’s (1991) differentiation of entrepreneurial leadership
and intellectual leadership holds perhaps the most significant analytical promise. Intellectual
leadership values knowledge building, which seems relevant given UNEP’s strong knowledgebased mission, its broad-ranging scientific and expert networks. An entrepreneurial leader is
also relevant in the context of UNEP, as it emphasises the role as a facilitator of policy solutions,
and as a ‘populariser’ that sets the agenda at the international level.
Based upon the summarisation of the leadership types in the international regime literature,
Young’s (1991) three categories - intellectual leadership, entrepreneurial leadership, and
structural leadership - offers the most analytical promise in the case of an IGO such as UNEP.
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However, in contrast to Young’s original account (1991), this analysis focuses on a collective
entity.

Investigating the criticism of the leadership concept
While leadership is a crucial factor of all politics, the term is often followed with elusiveness
and confusion (Dion, 1968, p. 2-3). It has been characterised as both ‘ill-defined’ and ‘poorly
understood’ (Young, 1991, p. 281). In the leadership discussions in international regime
literature, one key strand of criticism has centred around the difficulties in identifying a
potential leader’s motivation (Skodvin and Andresen, 2006). How is it possible to identify
whether a potential leader is motivated by collective goals or self-interest in negotiations? Faced
with the question, Saul and Seidel (2011, p. 904) argue that leadership motivations are less
relevant because it is the actual outputs, contributions, and results of the potential leadership
role that matters. Besides, the issue of self-interest as motivation is less relevant in this study
due to the focus on IGOs, which are set-up to tackle a collective problem. On the other hand,
some might question whether it is appropriate for an IGO to have leadership aspiration.
However, in the case of UNEP, inherently set up to take on a leadership role on environmental
matters, it is logical to assume that UNEP has some sort of leadership motivation. In its
communications, and with statements such as “UNEP will exercise its leadership role in the
United Nations systems and with other partners on environmental matters”, UNEP shows a
clear leadership vision (UNEP, 2016b, p. 2,16).

2.3 Leadership types
The leadership types most relevant for this study are intellectual leadership, entrepreneurial
leadership, and structural leadership. In essence, the types are analytical (Corneloup and Mol,
2013, p.

284), but they do provide critical information about what to look for when

investigating whether an actor has exercised leadership. It involves both the means utilised and
the capacities that are essential to succeed (Underdal 1992; Young 1991, Saul and Seidel, 2011).

Intellectual leadership
According to Young, an intellectual leader is someone who “produces intellectual capital or
generative systems of thought that shape the perspectives of those who participate in
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institutional bargaining” (Young, 1991, p. 298). At its core, intellectual leadership consists of
the development of ideas, knowledge, and morals on a specific issue (Saul and Seidel, 2011, p.
903). These elements provide the cognitive basis for how a certain problem is understood and
the orientation of the available options and responses (Parker, Karlsson and Hjerpe, 2014, p. 5;
Morton, 2017, p. 482). As it often takes time to acquire knowledge and develop new ideas, it
constitutes a deliberative process (Young, 1991). In comparison to entrepreneurial leadership,
there are longer timeframes at play, and the knowledge generated is often later used in
entrepreneurial leadership (Young, 1991).
Naturally, this leadership type is based on a high intellectual understanding of a certain issue
(Saul and Seidel, 2011). While a decision-maker can make uninformed decisions and
implement action without trustworthy knowledge about the specific issue, credible and reliable
knowledge is crucial for effective problem-solving. Knowledge can inform our beliefs of
drivers, causes and effect chains, inform interventions and decision-making, and identify the
roles of key actors in a complex system. Moreover, knowledge and information truly become
transformative through the power of ideas (Young, 1991, p. 300). For example, while the
knowledge of the connections between our planet’s economic, social and environmental
systems existed before the Brundtland Commission (Pisani, 2006), the idea of sustainable
development proved extremely powerful as a concept and with clear effects at the global
problem-solving level (Young, 1991, p. 300).
Several resources are necessary for intellectual leadership, particularly relating to cognitive
resources (Saul and Seidel, 2011, p. 903). It is vital to have a strong technical understanding of
the issue at stake, to apprehend the scope of the matter, the extent of the existing data and
knowledge gaps. Credible knowledge relies on scientific research and information-building
practices. In the case of UNEP, it does not directly monitor the environmental situation. Instead,
it has a role in gathering, collating, and analysing data coming from different sources and
delivering broader assessments (Ivanova, 2010, p. 38). Moreover, it is vital to have a network
of cognitive resources and expertise, such as scientific communities, civil society actors, and
indigenous groups with on-the-ground knowledge. Also, the UNEP Secretariat has a Science
Division, which indicates the importance of this area to UNEP. Another aspect is the symbolic
power to convene and request scientific input to global information building exercises, such as
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) or the UNEP Scientific Advisory Panel
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(SAP) advising the sixth Global Outlook of the Environment GEO) (UNEP, 2019a).
Furthermore, most of the global or regional environmental knowledge reports also rely on the
cooperation and willingness from governments to share their national environmental data.
To summarise, the ability to exercise intellectual leadership is founded on credible knowledge
and idea creation (Parker, Karlsson, and Hjerpe, 2014, p. 5). Such a leadership type relies
mainly on cognitive resources and expertise, as well as symbolic and convening power. UNEP’s
historical role and its mandate to review the environmental status of the world (UNGA, 1972,
p. 43), reflect some claim to intellectual leadership. The potential leadership could be found
within efforts towards assessments and science-policy interface. Additionally, due to its
convening role, UNEP’s knowledge collaborations are also relevant. Thus, it seems likely that
UNEP could exercise some level of intellectual leadership in the case of MPL.

Entrepreneurial leadership
An entrepreneurial leader is someone who takes on a mediator role, both within and outside the
negotiations room (Corneloup and Mol, 2014, p.

285). Following Young’s account,

entrepreneurial leadership involves setting the agenda and ‘popularising’ a topic, as well as
inventing and brokering policy solutions (1991, p. 293). Entrepreneurial leadership may be
especially relevant in the initial phase of a policymaking process (Young, 1991, p. 292-293).
During this stage, it is likely that technical and thematical information is incomplete (Skjærseth
and Wettestad, 2010, p. 3). Being able to draw attention to and shape the debates of a particular
topic, i.e., agenda setting, is seen as a key component of entrepreneurial leadership (Young,
1991, p. 294-296). Corneloup and Mol (2013, p. 285) point out that communications and
awareness-raising campaigns, as well as organising and participating in events, are important
components of such leadership. This is closely connected to disseminating the information
about the topic to a broader audience and engaging new stakeholders (often referred to as
‘popularising’). It could also include issue-framing (i.e., linking important terms and issues) to
build more powerful momentum around a topic and to engage interest groups that were not
previously involved (Saul and Seidel, 2011, p. 903; Mitchell, 2002, p. 503-4). One example of
this is the deliberate connection between climate change and deforestation by describing forests
as carbon sinks, which led to densely wooded countries (especially large rainforest countries
like Brazil and Indonesia) to take on a greater role in climate negotiations (Saul and Seidel,
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2011, p. 903). These communication and awareness-raising activities are in this thesis
categorised as ‘mobilising for action’ efforts.
Moreover, an entrepreneurial leader will often mediate discussions and negotiations, as well as
offer innovative or alternative policy solutions to overcome difficult barriers (Young, 1991, p.
295-296; Parker, Karlsson and Hjerpe, 2014, p. 5). It could include convening stakeholders and
bringing together parties for facilitating deals and compromises. As such, this leadership type
proves particularly relevant in formal negotiations. There are several examples of UNEP
initiatives leading to normative frameworks, including guidelines and standards. UNEP has also
played role in the development of MEAs, for example on matters such as ozone depletion,
biodiversity and persistent organic pollutants (Ivanova, 2010, p. 43). Despite of this, some
scholars are sceptic about UNEP’s ability to coordinate efforts and catalyse for MEAs (Bauer,
2009; Ivanova, 2009, p.145).
The introduction of new stakeholder facilitation forms could also be considered as a strategy of
entrepreneurial leadership. In this regard, public-private partnerships can be viewed relevant,
as they often attempt to create shared “norms, rules, objectives, and decision-making and
implementation procedures for a set of policy problems” (Andonova, 2010, p. 25-26). These
initiatives are flexible and decentralised forums for facilitating collaboration between states and
civil society and the private sector, in which some are more institutionalised than others
(Andonova, 2017, p. 115-121). The partnerships can serve multiple purposes, including those
of capacity building (Andonova, 2010).
Several resources are essential in order to undertake entrepreneurial leadership. While Young
(1991), in his original account of entrepreneurial leadership, pointed out that it did not require
a formal mandate, it is certainly not a disadvantage. Symbolic power, status, and indeed a
relevant mandate, provide convening power on a politically high-level. Not only does it offer
access to decision-making tables, but it offers the opportunity to put forward items on the
agenda, and to design events and initiatives. Negotiations skills and policy development skills,
i.e. the ‘know-how’ of the system, how it operates and relevant policy processes, are also
important (Saul and Seidel, 2011, p. 903). Besides, having broad networks of governments,
private sector, and civil society offers insights into the relevant actors’ interests and
motivations. With such a broad scope overview and understanding, there is a potential for
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identifying solutions and opportunities that match actors’ interests and skills. An in-depth
understanding of the issue is vital. Communications skills and technical knowledge are also
essential qualities, which could be utilised to develop information and content that engages and
motivates.

To summarise, entrepreneurial leadership constitutes the ability to mobilise for action, as well
as to mediate relevant discussions and brokering solutions and compromises. This type of
leadership depends on some fundamental capacities, including knowledge and technical
understanding of the issue, symbolic power, ability to translate information into more easilyaccessible content, policy ‘know-how’, insights of relevant actors’ interest and motivation.
Given UNEP’s mandate and functions, it is likely that UNEP could exercise some
entrepreneurial leadership on emerging environmental issues, including MPL. If UNEP was to
do so, we should see signs of ‘mobilising for action’ efforts, mediating global frameworks, and
partnership development.

Structural leadership
Structural leadership involves leveraging political power and financial power to influence
actors in bargaining and interactions. Mainly, it relates to what an actor could lose, or gain
compared to others from specific bargaining (Young, 1991, p. 288-289). A structural leader
uses threats of sanctions and/or offers of incentives to influence others – also referred to a
‘sticks’ and ‘carrots’ (Gupta and Ringius, 2001, p. 282; Saul and Seidel, 2011, p. 907). In the
cases of threats and sanctions, the aim is to “increase the cost of non-cooperative strategies”
(Saul and Seidel, 2011, p. 907), and in the opposite manner, offers can incentivise action (Saul
and Seidel, 2011, p. 907). Such incentives could be related to technology transfer or other
capacity building measures. For these reasons, structural leadership is often seen as the most
powerful strategy when discussing leadership in international negotiations and regime building
(Corneloup and Mol, 2014, p. 284).
The resources that enable an actor to undertake structural leadership are material, i.e. financial
or political capacity, at the level where it could be used to leverage others (Saul and Seidel,
2011, p. 903). However, it also important that there is some flexibility of funds, so that the actor
holds the decision-power over how and where the funds are directed. While structural
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leadership is often applied to the study of states, it is also conceivable that IGO can showcase
this type of leadership, based on flexible and large budget. An IGO could exercise structural
leadership by deciding whether to engage – and allocate resources - in specific countries or on
specific issues, and by such methods incentivise others (or exert pressure) in certain directions.
For example, much has been written about the structural power of the World Bank (WB) in
their relationships with the recipient countries (e.g., Abrahamsen, 2004; Goldman, 2007). The
WB support is known to often come with the conditionality of reduction of public sector
budgets (Dreher and Sarasola, 2009, p. 23). Other scholars have focused their attention on the
Global Environmental Facility (GEF) (Bayer, Marcoux, and Urpelainen, 2015; Werksman,
2009, p. 192). In these cases, it is the asymmetric relationship of resources and capacity that is
of interest, because if all actors had the same level of material resources, no bargaining leverage
would exist in the first place.
UNEP is with fewer material resources than the aforementioned institutions, and it is generally
not seen to have the same resources and in-house capacity (staff) as many other UN agencies
(Ivanova, 2010, p. 45). Nevertheless, with a total biennium budget of several hundred million
US dollars and six regional offices around the world (UNEP, 2019b, p. 3-5, 12), it is far from
small. As structural leadership is founded on the ability to use financial resources to leverage
other actors, the thesis will investigate UNEP’s financial project support. Moreover, the reach
of UNEP also represents a dimension on political and financial power, and hence the thesis will
explore UNEP’s regional presence as a strategy of structural leadership
To summarise, structural leadership is based on financial resources and political power. If this
was a leadership type applicable to UNEP, it would potentially be employed towards countries
that receive support from UNEP, most notably through capacity building activities. Given
UNEP’s lack of flexible funds, it is less expected that UNEP will exercise structural leadership
in the case of MPL. However, the analysis will investigate UNEP’s financial project support
and regional presence.
To conclude chapter 2, this chapter has focused on the theoretical perspectives and concepts
relevant to the study of UNEP’s leadership role in the global governance on MPL. The thesis
seeks to answer whether UNEP has shown significant leadership in strengthening the global
governance on MPL, and if so, the extent of its efforts. To do so, the thesis will investigate the
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three governance tasks knowledge building, norm building, and implementation building. By
examining the literature on international regimes formation, three specific leadership types intellectual leadership, entrepreneurial leadership, and structural leadership - are found to be
useful to the analysis in the empirical chapters. With regards to the intellectual leadership, the
analysis will look to UNEP’s efforts related to assessments, science-policy interface, and
knowledge collaborations. These are mainly relevant for the governance task of knowledge
building. In the case of entrepreneurial leadership, the analysis will focus on efforts to mobilise
for action and meditate global frameworks, which are relevant for the governance task of norm
building. Additionally, the thesis will consider partnership building as an example
entrepreneurial leadership in the context of the governance tasks implementation building.
Lastly, in the focus on implementation building, the thesis will investigate structural leadership
through financial project support and regional presence.
In this analysis, a group of sub-questions is introduced: i) what type(s) of leadership has UNEP
exercised?, ii) has UNEP been the most important contributor or one of the most important
contributors among the international actors?, and iii) has UNEP’s contribution provided
results?. Given the authors knowledge of UNEP and the global governance of MPL, it is
expected that entrepreneurial leadership and intellectual leadership will be more relevant than
structural leadership. (See table 1 for an overview of the analytical elements).
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Table 1: Framework for examining the leadership of UNEP in global governance on MPL
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Chapter 3 Methodology
This chapter expands on the methodological choices made during the research process of this
thesis. It starts with an introduction to the research strategy and the case study approach, before
narrowing down on the thematical scope of the thesis. The chapter continues with the data
gathering process, particularly outlining the considerations and choices made during the
interview process, such as the sampling and sample size, the conducting of interviews and
handling of interview material. It then explains briefly the collecting and handling of
documents, before reflecting on the research approach.

3.1 Research strategy
Social science research designs are based upon procedures of systematically structured
scientific inquiry, where the aim is to provide valid interference of a research question (King,
Keohane, and Verba, 1994, p. 6). Manheim, Rich, Wilant, and Brians (2006, p. 7) points out
that the study topic often steers the appropriate research technique. In order to answer whether
UNEP has shown significant leadership in strengthening the global governance on MPL, and if
so, the extent of its efforts, the master thesis applies qualitative methods for the data collection.
Qualitative methods, covering a range of approaches (e.g., observations, interviews, and
document-based analysis), often provide comprehensive accounts of the study scope by
emphasising words, meanings, and interpretations (Bryman, 2016, p. 33). They generate rich
(thick) and detailed amounts of information (King, Keohane, Verba, 1994, p. 4), where the
researcher often is in close contact with the study topic and those being studied (Snape and
Spencer, 2003, p. 4). The results of qualitative methods can be viewed as less applicable to
generalisation than quantitative methods, however, because global governance on MPL is a
new and fast-moving topic, the benefits of thick descriptions and detail-richness are vital. The
data collection gathering for this thesis is a combination of semi-structured interviews and
document-based resources. As the theoretical framework (presented in chapter 2) have guided
the data collection methods (Bryman, 2016, p. 21), the research process follows a deductive
fashion.
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3.2 The case study approach
A case may be understood as a spatially delimited phenomenon analysed at either a given point
in time or over a specific time span (Gerring, 2007, p. 19). The study of a case entails an
intensive and in-depth focus on a phenomenon, motivated by an interest in calling attention to
the larger universe of the phenomena (Gerring, 2007, p. 20; Yin, 2018, p. 127; Seawright and
Gerring, 2008, p. 294). This case study focuses on the global level, and it is loosely centred
within the period from 2009 to the early fall of 2019. While it also includes some activity from
the mid-2000s, the main emphasis of the thesis is in the last five years. As the thesis focuses on
MPL and UNEP, it combines two phenomena: MPL as an example of a global environmental
problem and UNEP as an example of an intergovernmental organisation (IGO). The following
section will reflect on whether these are typical or atypical. Is MPL comparable to other global
environmental problems? And does UNEP contain the characteristics of a ‘typical’ IGO? Such
questions are vital to reflect on for the research strategy choices, and additionally, it can have
significant implications for the findings.
Similar to other environmental problems, MPL is hard to address because of several factors
(Harris, 2012, p. 3). First, the complexity of the science on the topic (Bergmann, Gutow, and
Klages, 2015). Second, the broad array of stakeholders involved in the causes or solutions of
the issue, which includes the plastic production sector, industries utilising plastic for product or
service material, consumers, and the waste collection and recycling sector. Thus, any attempts
to decrease the use of and inflow of plastic into nature would affect many stakeholders
simultaneously (UNEP and GRID-Arendal, 2016). Third, consumption and lifestyle changes
are necessary to effectively address the problem, which requires broad-scale and behavioural
change to decrease plastic production and consumption, and to improve waste management and
recycling efforts (UNEP, 2017a, p. 10). To summarise, MPL is comparable to a range of
complex global environmental problems, including biodiversity loss, deforestation, and climate
change. In light of this, it is a relatively typical case of a global environmental issue.
While there are many international actors in the realm of global environmental governance,
UNEP is the core UN body for the environment. According to Ivanova (2007, p. 346), UNEP
was set up with a central function in the areas of knowledge acquisition and assessments,
environmental quality management, and international supporting actions. Its role in
strengthening coordination and collaboration on environmental issues across the UN system
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was also reemphasised with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (UNEP, 2019b).
However, can UNEP be described as a typical IGO? Established in 1972 by the UNGA, UNEP
was set up as a programme and not an organisation. Yet, UNEP still has the traditional
components bearing an IGO, including a charter/statute, secretariat, headquarter, staff, and
budget (Andresen and Rosendal, 2009, p. 135). Following the rest of the UN system, UNEP
also has universal membership for all states. UNEP has specialised competences on
environmental matters and serves a specific purpose, which also is typical for many other IGOs
(Karns, Mingst and Stiles, 2015, p. 12). Moreover, there is a limited mandate and level of
authority to advance on the issue it seeks to address without the support of the member states,
which also resembles other IGOs (Karns, Mingst and Stiles, 2015, p. 114-15). In short, while
UNEP holds a unique role in global environmental governance, many of its characteristics are
typical of other IGOs.

Narrowing down the scope
As MPL is an environmental issue with many drivers, sources, and pathways, it touches on
topics such as consumption and production, marine pollution, waste, chemicals, and
biodiversity. The United Nations Environmental Assembly (UNEA) assessment on governance
responses (2017), point out that these thematical areas can be grouped in some clusters (UNEP,
2017a, p. 25-37), such as marine pollution, waste and chemicals, and biodiversity. In order to
narrow down the scope, this thesis only focuses on the thematic areas’ marine pollution and
waste and chemicals.
Two primary considerations shape this decision. First, the relevance to the issue of MPL. As
plastic in the ocean is seen as a marine issue, marine pollution activities and instruments are
naturally included in this study. Moreover, since insufficient waste management is identified as
the most critical source of MPL, and the chemical dimension of plastics is often discussed from
a waste perspective, waste and chemicals are also included in the study. The topic of
biodiversity is not included, as this is indirectly relevant to the global governance of MPL since
the relevant instruments does not have a pollution prevention mandate (UNEP, 2017a, p. 31).
The second consideration is related to whether the thematic areas are on UNEP’s agenda, and
whether it could showcase some of UNEP’s reach (and not only focus on activities in the UNEP
headquarters). Within both thematic areas it is possible to find diverse UNEP-administrated
instruments and activities, thus providing a combination of legally binding instruments, ‘soft
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law’ approaches, and initiatives. For example, within marine pollution area, the Global
Programme of Action for the protection of the Marine Environment from Land-based Activities
(GPA) and the Global Partnership on Marine Litter (GPML) are closely connected to UNEP
headquarters and the Regional Seas Programme. Under the waste and chemicals area, the
UNEP Chemicals and Health Branch in Geneva is relevant, as well as the Basel, Rotterdam and
Stockholm (BRS) Conventions Secretariat.
To summarise, this thesis can be viewed as a case study focusing on the global environmental
issue of MPL and UNEP as an IGO. MPL is a complex environmental issue and displays the
characteristics of many other global environmental problems, and similarly, UNEP has several
of the features of a typical IGOs. The two main component of this thesis represent relatively
typical cases within each of its larger populations (of cases), which also indicates that the
findings in the thesis could be applicable beyond this particular study. The scope of the thesis
is the global level of governance, and mainly in the time period from 2009 to the early fall of
2019. The thesis only focuses on activities clustered around the two thematic areas marine
pollution and waste and chemicals.

3.3 Data gathering
The data for this thesis consists of primary sources and secondary sources of evidence. The
primary source of evidence involves the semi-structured interviews conducted, and the
secondary sources consist of a selection of important documents and online resources. The
interviews were conducted in the summer and early fall of 2019, and for this reason, the thesis
only takes into account document-based resources that were public and available up until the
fall of 2019. Thus, events and developments taking place after this point, are not included in
this thesis. While the primary data gathering has been essential, to understand the trends and
cross-check events, the semi-structured interviews have been the main source of data. The
interviews were conducted following an interview guide but still allowing sufficient flexibility
(Bryman, 2016, p. 468). The collection of information from various sources on the same
substantive point, and where sources are checked against each other, is referred to as data
triangulation. Such a strategy is key to the case study research, as it provides for an in-depth
study, and strengthens the integrity of the data material and the conclusions drawn from the
material (Yin, 2018, p. 127-128).
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Several considerations have been central when choosing to combine semi-structured interviews
and document-based research. Firstly, the global governance on MPL consists of a fragmented
structure and various understandings of the problem. It was considered particularly useful to
hear people’s perceptions and understandings on MPL, including opinions on what effective
global governance entails. Secondly, since UNEP is the principal global organisation for the
environment, it was assumed by the author that relevant interview candidates, both from within
and outside UNEP (see sampling), would be able to reflect on UNEP’s role. Thirdly, global,
regional, and national policy developments on the topic are developing swiftly. Beyers, Braun,
Marshall, and Bruycker (2014, p. 176) notes that interviews can be valuable when trying to
understand tactics and strategies in coalition building and leadership for policymaking. Thus,
while there are many documents and resources available online (e.g., official UN documents,
position papers, and workshop reports), the interviews are helpful for receiving informal or
unofficial information about interactions and processes that have occurred.
By relying on interviews, it is a possible danger that perceptions and understandings are not
always factual or that over time, people’s memories fade. However, by utilising data
triangulation, sources are checked against each other to safeguard that the information gathered
through the interviews - while being subjective accounts - also are correct with regards to facts
and events (Yin, 2018, p. 127-129; Gallagher, 2013, p. 194). All quotes from the interviews
are quote checked with the interviewees, to ensure that the thesis correctly conveys the intent
and meanings. Additionally, there is a risk for people to be biased or to position their replies in
one or the other way during the interviews. The thesis has attempted to deter this by sampling
the interviewees within and outside the realm of UNEP, in order to ensure multiple accounts
and understandings.

Interviews – sampling and sample size
Sampling is a critical element of interviews as a method. Since MPL is a relatively new topic
from a global governance perspective, it is not a topic that everyone is knowledgeable about.
For that reason, it was decided to use a purposive sampling approach, in which the sampling of
candidates is guided based on the research question and the aim of the research project (Bryman,
2016, p. 415). It is a ‘non-probability form of sampling’ and, therefore, also a sampling
technique that does not permit generalisation to the whole population (Bryman, 2016, p. 408).
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Nor is it a ‘convenience type of sampling’ – a method where the researcher samples by chance
only (Bryman, 2016, p. 408).
Before starting the sampling process, I intended to apply the snowball sampling method, which
falls within the cluster of purposive sampling. It is a technique where the researcher starts with
a smaller group of participants and where these suggest new people relevant to the research,
thereby creating a snowballing effect (Bryman, 2016, p. 415). Before starting the sampling
process, I reflected on what the thesis would need – and I wanted to connect with people that
had experience or knowledge on either MPL, waste and chemicals, UNEP and global
environmental governance, or a mix of these. To ensure a broad scope and representation of
stakeholders, and richness in perspectives on UNEP, it was also deemed as essential to talk to
people from different sectors. These included civil society, academia, private sector,
representatives from governments and the UN system.
When starting the sampling process, I benefitted from my experience at GRID-Arendal (GA) a collaborating centre of UNEP, where I worked as a Project Officer for a couple of years,
mainly focusing on ocean-related projects. The experience offered some familiarity with the
UNEP system and access to GA experts on MPL. Hence, I had from the very beginning some
people in mind that I wanted to reach out to, and I got several new contacts from my former
GA colleagues. Some of these contacts led to interviews, and others referred me to people they
believed to be more relevant for the research. I also contacted people outside of the network
from GA to broaden the scope and ensure that there was a good mixture of sources. While
conducting the interviews, I frequently got recommendations about other people to reach out
to, as described in the snowballing method (Bryman, 2016, p. 415). Throughout the process, I
reached out to almost 40 people, resulting from a combination of an extended professional
network and the snowballing method.
Concerning the sample size, there are substantial variations in what social science researchers
commonly propose as the minimum requirement for qualitative research (Bryman, 2016, p.
410). The decision of when the researcher has a big enough sample size and can stop further
data gathering, is referred to as saturation. Saturation can be based on theoretical coverage of
the main concepts – i.e., that there are sufficient variations and coverage in the concept’s
properties and dimensions coming from the interviews. Others emphasis data saturation, in
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which the researcher reaches a point where no new relevant data is emerging (Bryman, 2016,
p. 410-13). Additionally, another important factor is the researcher’s capacity to use the full
extent of the data material. According to Onquegbuize and Collins (2007, p. 289), the sample
size should be big enough to achieve data and theoretical saturation, while not too large to
commence an in-depth analysis of the material. Since this master thesis focuses on the
theoretical concepts of leadership and applies it to a relatively new area (of IGOs), theoretical
saturation was seen as particularly critical.
In the sampling, there were some criteria that I aspired to and that guided the size of the sample.
I intended to speak with people working on MPL, marine pollution or plastic waste and
chemicals. Since these thematic areas are inherently connected, the interviewee candidates
often happened to be involved with all. I aimed to talk with people from civil society, academia,
the private sector, representatives from governments, and the UN system. Given these
prerequisites, it required that the sample was of some size, and I understood from an early stage
that it would at least require around 10-12 interviews. With the time going into each of the
interviews and synthesis, it was also essential that I stopped the interview sampling while I still
could provide a thorough synthesis. The decision of when to stop the sampling was based on
theoretical saturation. Around the 14 interview it was felt that the central analytical concepts
were explored, and that no new theoretical findings or perspectives were coming from the
interviews. Moreover, not a lot of new data was coming forward. However, I continued the
sampling until 18 interviews, drawing in new perspectives with more distance to UNEP’s work,
in an attempt to see if this would provide more or different insights. The sampling process ended
with 18 interviews (see Annex 1).

Conducting the interviews
The semi-structured interview is a flexible method based on an interview guide, which served
as the basis for each interview (see Annex 2). The guide consisted of a total of 19 questions,
structured with introductory, core and concluding questions. The interview guide addressed
UNEP’s role in global environmental governance, UNEP’s efforts on marine pollution and
plastic waste and chemicals, and UNEP’s leadership role according to the three types
(intellectual, entrepreneurial and structural leadership). Given the broad range of questions, it
was not expected that all of the interviewees would able to provide in-depth answers to all
questions, and I was aware that some of the questions would be less relevant or applicable to
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some of the interviewees. I had also conducted a test interview before starting the interview
process, to prepare for the interview situation and to make sure that the interview guide provided
a good structure for conversation, as recommended by Bryman (2016, p. 472) for newcomers
to interviews as a method.
A semi-structured interview format provides room for flexibility, such as changing the order of
the questions or formulation. It may also include questions not originally thought of, but that
can come up during a specific interview. For instance, when picking up or probing an
interviewee’s reply (Bryman, 2016, p. 466-469). Before each interview, I reflected on the
potential questions that the interviewee could offer the most solid answers to, based on their
experience and expertise. This was also a way to ensure that I was able to discuss the most
relevant topics within the limited time available. Sometimes, the questions were slightly revised
beforehand for specific people, for instance in the conversations with representatives from the
UNEP Secretariat and the BRS Conventions Secretariat.
All of the 18 interviews varied between 30 to 90 minutes, though, the majority was around 60
minutes. Given the geographical distance between the researcher and the interviewees, most of
the interviews took place over Skype or phone. I suggested Skype due to the free video and
telephone application. Insofar it was possible, I attempted to conduct the interviews on Skype
with video, as I found it to offer enhanced opportunities for interaction and lightening the mood
of the interviews. However, in some instances, when the internet connection was not optimal,
Skype’s telephone function was solely used. In a few cases, the interviewee preferred a phone
call, which I agreed to accommodate them. Finally, two interviews were conducted in person,
in the city centre of Oslo.
In general, I followed the structure of the introduction, core, and concluding questions
throughout all of the interviews. During the interviews, I focused on being active and alert,
which is seen as important (Bryman, 2016, p. 471), while also creating space for the
interviewees’ reflections and thoughts. I attempted as much as possible to conduct the
interviews as a natural-flowing conversation, for example, by changing the order of the
questions or the formulation given the interviewees’ replies or by follow-up questions on
specific replies. However, time was a vital challenge, and there were also several instances
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where there was not enough time to ask all the questions that I had prepared, and where I had
to prioritise what I believed to be the most relevant questions.
An audio recorder was utilised for 15 of 18 of the semi-structured interviews, which provided
an opportunity to gather a much more in-depth account of the interview discussions in
comparison to notetaking. Although audio-recording can affect the interviewee to be less open
to sharing critical thoughts and perceptions (Bryman, 2016, p. 480), the research topic of the
thesis is not very sensitive. I considered that the potential benefits of using an audio-recorder
outweighed the potential risks in the interview situations. In a few interviews, the interviewees
wished to remain anonymous or did not want to be recorded. In these cases, I took notes on my
computer during the interviews. In one of the interviews it was agreed upon beforehand that I
would not use any direct quotes from this specific person.

Handling the interview material
All of the conducted interviews were transcribed, which proved to be a time-consuming
process. By transcribing the full interviews, and not only the parts that I at first glance deemed
to be relevant, the risk of missing out on relevant aspects was minimised. The experience also
brought me closer to the data material and provided a better understanding of the nuances in
the interview materials and the interviewees’ responses (Bryman, 2016, p. 483).
The primary data gathering process generated a large amount of data material – approximately
8-10 pages of transcription per interview. While the transcriptions were based on thematically
or theoretically founded questions, I needed a strategy to handle the large corpus of material,
which consisted of both relevant and irrelevant parts. As a first exercise, during the data
collection process, I noted down my immediate impressions or key ‘take-aways’ after each
interview. As a second step, after transcribing, I noted a general overview of questions and
topics discussed, in order to get a better sense of what each of the interviews focused on and to
see the general coverage. Following these steps, I colour-coded relevant content from of all
transcriptions based upon four broad-scale categories – a) general information or thoughts on
plastic in the ocean and plastic waste and chemicals, or other global environmental problems,
b) the interviewees understanding of UNEP’s role and mandate, c) the interviewees positive
perspectives and reflections on UNEP’s efforts, and d) the interviewees negative perspectives
and reflections on UNEP’s efforts. From there, I continued to a more in-depth analysis.
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Collecting and handling documents
A broad scope of documents and online resources have been sourced for the data gathering.
Scientific articles, mostly within social and political science but also from ecology, have been
important to inform my understanding of MPL, global environmental governance, international
regimes, and IGOs. In order to understand UNEP’s potential leadership, I have also relied on
official UN and UNEP documents, workshop reports, policy briefs, as well as media and press
coverage. I used documents before the interview process to inform myself, and after the
interviews to cross-check information, i.e. data triangulation. For the analysis, the collection of
documents and resources from the UNEP website and the UNEA Papersmart Portal, have been
essential. Particularly, UNEA documents (e.g., resolutions and reports pertaining to the marine
litter and microplastics resolutions) and documentation of the Ad-Hoc Open-Ended Expert
Group meetings on marine litter and microplastics have been of high importance. The
International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD) Reporting Series have also provided
significant insights into each of the four UNEA meetings. UNEP’s annual reports and mediumterm strategies have also been useful to understand its strategic vision and communications.
Moreover, the website of the Global Partnership of Marine Litter (GPML) and the website of
BRS Conventions have also been highly valuable.
To summarise, the data gathering consists of a combination of primary (the interviews) and
secondary (documents and online resources) data. During the interview process, 18 interviews
were conducted - a sample size that provided theoretical saturation, as well as data saturation.
This material represents the most integral part of the research of this thesis. The use of
documents and online resources has also been a core component of the data gathering, to inform
the research and analysis and to provide data triangulation of findings from the interviews.

3.4. Reflecting on the research approach
According to King, Keohane, and Verba, (1994, p. 9), “social science constitutes an attempt to
make sense of social situations that we perceive as more or less complex”. Whether or not this
goal is achieved, depends on the quality of the research, including the strength of the data. A
research process and the findings are typically investigated against some criteria that
researchers strive to achieve, for example, reliability and validity (Bryman, 2016, p. 41).
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Reliability focuses on whether it is possible to repeat the findings of the research, by using the
same methods (Bryman, 2016, p. 41). As such, it relates to whether it is possible to replicate
the specific social science research. However, some argue that this term is less applicable or
useful to qualitative research, due to the fact that nothing in this (real) world is static (Marshall
and Rossman, 1994:146). Others stress that there will always be some level of subjectivity and
context-specificity in social science and that this will impact the findings (Lincoln and Guba,
1985). In light of this, reliability can be understood as the soundness or ‘dependability’ of the
data collection method (Bryman, 2016, p. 384; Lewis and Ritchie, 2003, p. 271). Thus, it is
about upholding the research decisions and data collection to principles of a high level of
consistency, transparency, and dependability. Through the various steps of the data gathering –
mostly, the interviews and the data accumulated from them - I have attempted to treat the
process with respect and thoroughness. All interviews were conducted by me and followed a
similar structure (based upon the interview guide). I was able to use an audio recorder in 15 of
18 interviews, and I transcribed all of the interviews myself. For the data analysis, I had a clear
strategy for handling the primary sources of data, which was followed through the whole
process. Also, the use of documents and online resources, from multiple sources, informed the
research and ensured data triangulation. By utilising these two forms of data gathering, I have
aimed to ensure the integrity of the analysis.
Validity is another quality criterion, which focuses on whether we measure what we intended
to measure (King, Keohane, and Verba, 1994, p. 25). - Also referred to as internal validity. Here
it is particularly critical to reflect on whether the concepts and phenomena in focus are correctly
captured. Within chapter 2, considerable time was spent on the concept of leadership and IGOs
to ensure robustness of the analytical framework. This information also guided the development
of the interview guide, which has been a critical element in ensuring consistency throughout
the interviews. The substance in the questions did refer to the three leadership types, but without
spending much time on naming and explaining them. This information was available in the
information guide (see Annex 2 and 3). As such, during the interviews, the interviewees could
use their own words without having to refer to the leadership types. This approach ensured that
the interviewees were not unnecessarily confused or stressed by terminology that they were
unfamiliar with. In some of the interviews, words like ‘research’ and ‘report writing’ and
‘awareness-raising’ were used in the same sentence to describe UNEP’s activities, although, in
the analytical framework, they represent activities in two leadership types (i.e., intellectual
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leadership and entrepreneurial leadership). In these instances, I made sure to note down the
comments as relevant for both leadership types. The question that the interviewees had the
most trouble answering was about UNEP’s material power (and related structural leadership)
(see Annex 2, question 18). In some instances, this could be explained due to the interviewees
lack of information about UNEP’s financial resources, but in other instances it was more related
to the relatively unconventional way of seeing UNEP. Some commented that they did not think
of UNEP in this way, or that they did not have any examples to bring forward.
The validity of the study could also be affected by personal opinions and experiences (Lewis
and Ritchie, 2003, p. 274), and hence it is also essential to reflect on this. After working almost
three years at GA, I entered into a one-year leave of absence to study at the University of Oslo.
In the period of the master thesis writing, I transitioned from a leave of absence to resigning
from the position, while also taking some minor consultancy assignments for GA. As a
researcher, it is vital to act in good faith and not let personal opinions, values, and inclinations
lead the research process and findings –referred to as “confirmability” (Lincoln and Guba,
1985, p. 323). My time in GA has heightened my understanding of ocean-related issues and
global policy developments on MPL. It also enabled me to talk to central people, within or in
close connection to the UNEP system, who I perhaps would not have been able to talk to
otherwise. Given this background, there is also the risk that personal opinions or experiences
colour my research, for example, by being too positive towards the UNEP system. My previous
experiences have also meant that I came into the research with a relatively broad overview of
networks, initiatives and organisations on MPL, which was also relevant for the sample frame
(Lewis, Ritchie, and Elam, 2003, p. 88). Thus, the sampling of interviewee candidates, to a
certain extent, has been influenced by own experiences and context. I have attempted to deter
bias in the sampling or bias in my opinions by drawing on a multitude of sources, interviews
and data material. In line with the snowballing method, the sample frame continued to grow
through the research process – thereby ensuring that the sample frame was not only coloured
by myself but also organically by a larger network.
Validity also has an outward-looking component - external validity refers to the extent the
findings can translate to other research situations and settings (Bryman, 2016, p. 384). While
focusing on a specific study scope, the thesis might illuminate elements and provide insight to
a broader population of a social science phenomenon (Seawright and Gerring, 2008). This is
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also often called ‘transferability’ or inferential generalisation (Lewis and Ritchie, 2003, p. 264).
In that sense, the inferences from this study could be of relevance to other studies on the
governance of global environmental problems, IGOs, or international regimes. While such
generalisation is up to the judgment of the reader, by providing “thick descriptions of the
research context and the phenomena found” (Lewis and Ritchie, 2003, p. 268), the thesis
support others in assessing the transferability of the findings. In order to see if the results of the
research have applicability beyond the specific study, some reflections around the study scope
itself are of importance. The potential of transferability is strengthened by the fact that UNEP
can be viewed as a typical IGO and MPL can be viewed as a typical global environmental
problem. Thus, the findings of the master thesis could have some transferable value to global
environmental problems or in studies of other IGOs.
Generalisation also refers to the ability to generalise from the sample size to the population –
often termed representational generalisation (Lewis and Ritchie, 2003, p. 268). This form of
generalisation is not possible since the thesis is based on a sampling technique that is purposive
- a ‘non-probability form of sampling’ (Bryman, 2016, p. 408). However, theoretical
generalisation, i.e., findings of research that are of theoretical relevance in other instances
(Lewis and Ritchie, 2003, p. 264-267) could be an opportunity here. When qualitative research
looks at to what extent concepts and theories are capable of explaining behaviour in specific
cases, it has the potential of theoretical generalisation (Lewis and Ritchie, 2003, p. 267). The
leadership concept has been used as an analytical frame for understanding actor’s behaviour
within the realm of international regime formation and global environmental governance, most
notably states. Though, to the author’s knowledge, there are less examples of it being tested on
an IGOs, and thus the thesis may contribute in this regard.
To conclude chapter 3, this master thesis provides a case study of two social phenomena –
UNEP as a case of an IGO and MPL as a case of a global environmental problem. The research
scope is loosely framed within the last decade and with a focus on two thematic areas: marine
pollution and waste and chemicals. As the study topic is a relatively new and fast-moving area,
the data gathering methods are a combination of semi-structured interviews and documentbased analysis, in order to ensure thick descriptions and detail-richness. The 18 semi-structured
interviews are particularly essential for this study. Moreover, in order to ensure transparency,
this chapter has provided information on the data gathering process - from the sampling and
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deciding on the sample size, to conducting the interview and the handling and transcribing of
materials. Data triangulation is safeguarded as the thesis also using documents and resources,
as secondary sources. The research findings from the thesis could potentially be relevant with
regards to inferential generalisation to other studies of global governance of global
environmental problems and IGOs.
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Chapter 4 Knowledge Building
4.1 Introduction
This chapter will examine UNEP’s role in knowledge building on marine plastic litter (MPL),
which is one of the three governance tasks introduced in this thesis in order to investigate the
global governance on the issue. It is the first of in total three empirical chapters aimed at
answering whether UNEP has shown significant leadership on the global governance on MPL,
and if so, the extent of its efforts. The chapter starts with a brief overview of the current status
of knowledge building and thereafter, focuses on UNEP’s leadership efforts. The analysis is
structured around the three leadership types, particularly emphasising intellectual leadership. A
summary of the key findings is presented towards the end of the chapter, thereby answering the
sub-questions: i) what type(s) of leadership has UNEP exercised?, ii) has UNEP been the most
important contributor or one of the most important contributors among the international actors?,
and iii) has UNEP’s contribution provided results?

4.2 Current status of knowledge building
Scientists has reported on plastics in the oceans since the 1970s (Bergmann, Gutow, and
Klages, 2015, p. vii), while for the broader public, it remained an unfamiliar subject until
recently. Today, the state of knowledge on plastic pollution of the marine environment is a fastmoving area. Scientific findings of sources, fate, and impacts of plastics in the ocean have
grown rapidly (Ryan, 2015, p. 18). According to Peter Kershaw, the Chair of the Joint Group
of Experts on the Scientific Aspects of Marine Environmental Protection (GESAMP2) from
2012 to 2019, there has been an “enormous upsurge in interest” of the science on the subject, especially since the mid-2000s and onwards (interview 7, 2019). Other studies taking stock of
the science of marine litter, microplastics, and plastic pollution offer similar observations
(Nilsen et al., 2019, p. 3; Ryan, 2015, p. 18). In the core collection of the Web of Science, the
number of MPL articles grew from 50 in 2013 to 200 in 2017 (Dauvergne, 2018, p. 22).

2

GESAMP is an advisory body consisting of specialised experts nominated by several UN organisations and
programs, and with the key task to provide scientific advice concerning to the marine environment (GESAMP,
2019a).

39

Multiple actors, also including civil society, states, and businesses, are increasingly initiating
knowledge building activities (Nielsen et al., 2019).

However, significant data gaps and many unknowns still exist (UNEP, 2016a, p. 23). As
mentioned by Heidi Savelli, Programme Officer for Marine Litter at UNEP, “proper marine
litter baselines are still missing, and more efforts on quantification is needed in order to guide
action and measure the progress of interventions” (interview 13, 2019). The lack of data and
information is particularly a concern in certain geographical areas (UNEP, 2017a, p. 12-13).
Moreover, there is an absence of monitoring standards in general, which also goes back to the
fact that there are is no recognised authority or coordination centre of global knowledge
(Nielsen et al., 2019, p. 2). At the fourth United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA) in
the spring of 2019, UNEP was asked to strengthen the scientific and technological knowledge
on MPL, by convening science advisory initiatives and compiling relevant information (UNEP,
2019c, p. 2).
The need for increased research is specifically high in the case of microplastics in the marine
environment (Thompson, 2017), as scientists are concerned by the potential negative impacts
of microplastics to the environment, food security, and human health (Barboza et al., 2018;
Lusher, Hollman and Mendoza-Hill, 2017). Commenting on the knowledge gaps, Postdoctoral
Research Fellow of the University in Wollongong, Karen Raubenheimer, notes that “…we
don’t yet have the science to say that it’s a human health problem or a food security problem,
although the conversation is moving in that direction” (interview 6, 2019). Despite
uncertainties, many emphasise that we know enough about the consequences of MPL to take
action now (Dauvergne, 2018; GRID-Arendal and UNEP, 2016; UNEP, 2016a).
There has also been increased research carried out on plastic waste. Researchers have shown
that large amounts of land-based plastic waste are mismanaged, for example, through littering
and dumping in low-quality landfills and open dumpsites (Jambeck et al., 2015). Subsequently,
waste can leak into nature and in the marine environment. The improved collection and
management of plastic waste is identified as one of the most critical interventions areas in the
short term (UNEP, 2017a, p. 10).

Chris Corbyn, Programme Officer at the Caribbean

Environment Programme (CEP), asserts that “…we have 2 billion people without any collection
services, that’s more than 25 % of the global population. So, the need to improve waste
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management is always going to be a large part of the solution when addressing pollution”
(interview 14, 2019). In fact, some comment on the label ‘marine plastic litter’ or ‘marine litter’
itself. One anonymous government official stated that “marine plastic litter has meaning to a
lot of people, but it does not really go to the core of the problem or tell us what the problem
really is, which is the poor handling of waste” (interview 10, 2019). Linda Finska, Ph.D.
Research Fellow at NCLOS/UiT have similar reflections: “it’s a marine problem but if you
want to find really long-term solutions, you have to target land-based activities (interview 15,
2019).
The increasing focus on plastic waste has meant a greater recognition of its local character, as
sub-national administrations level often deals with waste management. It is, therefore, possible
to find broad discrepancies of management and infrastructure around the world (Kaza et al.,
2018). As pointed out by Kei Ohno Woodall, Programme Officer at the Basel, Rotterdam and
Stockholm Conventions (BRS) Secretariat, “It is a very local issue. It’s something at home,
something in our own city” (interview 12, 2019). Moreover, in the pursuit of knowledge and
information on plastic waste, the international waste trade has been exposed. This trade has led
to plastic waste being shipped to areas without appropriate waste management facilitates
(Brooks, Wang, and Jambeck, 2018). Particularly, China and Hong Kong have imported the
majority of plastic waste, with the largest plastic waste exporters being the US, Japan, Germany,
the UK, and Hong Kong where plastic waste has been re-exported to China (Brooks, Wang,
and Jambeck, 2018, p. 4). Recently, the socio-economic drivers of plastic waste have also
gained more emphasis, such as urbanisation, population growth, as well as the increase in
prosperity and consumption. Thus, understanding societal and economic changes within
countries are essential to tackling plastic waste (see Kaza et al., 2018).
The chemicals aspect of plastic materials is also an essential part of the discussions on MPL. It
includes questions related to the chemical process of production of virgin plastics, and the
additives in plastic materials3. Besides, it is related to the potential for chemical leakages when
plastic waste is handled poorly (e.g., burial of waste or burning of waste in open fire) or in
recycling facilities without proper infrastructure (UNEP, 2016a, p. 83,120,140). Moreover, it is
also vital to understand if and how leaked chemicals from MPL influence ecosystems and food

3

During manufacturing, additives are mixed with the plastic material in order to improve the performance of the
material. It includes fillers, plasticizer and stabilisers (GESAMP, 2015, p. 14; UNEP, 2016a, p. 32).
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chains (Rochman, 2015, p. 117-159). Due to the potential negative impacts on the environment,
ecosystems, and human health, leakages of chemicals and additives, represents some of the
most severe concerns of MPL by scientists (Barboza et al., 2018; Rochman, 2015).
Commenting on the urgency of tackling plastic pollution, Managing Attorney and Director,
Environmental Health Programme, Centre of International Environmental Law (CIEL), David
Azoulay point out that:
…it is not an ocean issue because all compartments of the environment are being
polluted by plastics, and we are actually finding out that the air is sometimes even more
polluted than the ocean or the soil. And it’s not a waste issue, because the impacts of
plastic extend throughout the life cycle, from the extraction of the ethane or fossil fuel
to its elimination (interview 8, 2019).
Despite such serious concerns, the knowledge on chemicals of plastics and its consequences to
human and planetary health reveals significant information gaps (Nielsen et al., 2019, p. 6).
While the associated chemical risks are described in some assessments, relevant information
on the chemicals and additives in plastic products tends to remain within the production value
chains, which hampers the ability to provide concrete answers (UNEP, 2019c, p. 15; Geyer,
Jambeck and Law, 2017, p. 4). Not only is this problematic for recycling efforts, but it could
pose risks to the environment and humans. Thus, more information about chemicals in plastics
and its impacts are crucial (UNEP, 2019d, p. 15).
To summarise, there has been a broad-scale effort to strengthen the knowledge of MPL, and
these knowledge building efforts have been (and still are) seen as vital by most actors. The issue
is well-documented and acknowledged by relevant actors, including governments, civil society,
academia, and the private sector. The understanding of this particular form of marine pollution
has increased, albeit several critical data gaps still exist. There has been a strengthened
realisation of plastic waste as a one of the main drivers of MPL, with growing information about
connecting issues, such as the local waste management component, socio-economic
development, and globalised waste trade. Finally, on the issue of chemicals management with
relevance to MPL, there are many unanswered questions related to materials usage, additives,
and their interaction with people and the planet.
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4.3 UNEP’s leadership efforts
The following will provide an analysis of UNEP’s leadership role in the global knowledge
building on MPL. It represents one part of the response to main research question - whether
UNEP has shown significant leadership on this matter, and if so, the extent of its efforts. The
analysis is structured around the leadership types and seeks to answer three sub-questions. It
will assess whether any of the specific types of leadership applies to UNEP’s effort in
combating MPL, explore whether UNEP has been the most important or among the most
important international actors on this issue, and finally, investigate whether UNEP’s efforts
have shown results or not.

Intellectual leadership
Intellectual leadership is founded on the expansion of knowledge and ideas (Saul and Seidel,
2011). It requires credible knowledge of the causes and consequences of an issue, and a certain
level of cognitive resources and expertise (Saul and Seidel, 2011, p. 904-905; Young, 1991, p.
298-301). If UNEP has exercised intellectual leadership on the topic of MPL, we should see
signs of UNEP significantly contributing to the data and information foundation, the perception
of the issue and the orientation of available options. The development of intellectual capital
could be of a general nature or on a more specific sub-issue. The following analysis is structured
in accordance with the relevant strategies identified for intellectual leadership in chapter 2: i)
assessments, ii) science-policy interface, iii) knowledge collaborations.

i)

Assessments

Historically, knowledge and information are seen as some of UNEP’s main strengths (Ivanova,
2010, p. 38). As commented by an anonymous government official “UNEP is a touchstone for
environmental issues. It needs to be there to say what’s coming as emerging environmental
issues and to highlight it” (interview 10, 2019). This has also been the case on MPL, where
UNEP has published several publications, by itself or in partnership with others. As noted by
Eirik Lindebjerg, the Global Plastic Manager at the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Norway
“UNEP has an important role in, not producing the science itself, but coordinating and making
sure it’s gathered and communicated” (interview 3, 2019). Such reflections echo previous
studies that has found that UNEP often contributes to collating and analysing information and
data from its extensive networks and many collaborations (Ivanova, 2010, p. 38).
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Already in the mid-2000s, UNEP produced several reports MPL as a marine pollution issue.
To name a few, Marine litter: an analytical overview (2005) provided a basis for understanding
the issue (UNEP, 2005a), which was succeeded by an assessment by the UNEP Regional Seas
Programme and the World Conservation Union highlighting the damage of MPL to ecosystems
and biodiversity in 2006 (UNEP, 2006a). Following these, UNEP, with the Global Programme
of Action for the protection of the Marine Environment from Land-based Activities (GPA) and
the Regional Seas Programme, established the UNEP’s Global Initiative on Marine Litter and
produced reports such as Marine Litter: A Global Challenge (UNEP, 2009a). In 2014, the
UNEP Year Book highlighted plastic debris in the ocean as an emerging issue (UNEP, 2014a),
while another report emphasised the financial cost of plastic pollution in the marine
environment - arguing that plastic represented 13 billion US dollar in annual damage to marine
ecosystems (UNEP, 2014b, p. 7). In the subsequent year, UNEP launched a report on personal
care products polluting the environment (UNEP, 2015b), as well as one of the biodegradable
plastics and marine litter (UNEP, 2015c).
As to the linkages between the marine environment and plastic waste management, these have
not always been crystal clear. Examples of reports on plastic waste from the mid-2000s without
references to MPL exist, such as a UNEP report from 2005 on plastic waste in Kenya (UNEP,
2005b) or the assessment guidelines for converting waste plastics into a resource (UNEP,
2009b). In the latter, the negative impacts of plastic are highlighted in the preface, including
“Due to extremely long periods required for natural decomposition, waste plastic is often the most
visible component in waste dumps and open landfills” (UNEP, 2009b, p. 1), but no mention on its
leakage into the marine environment. This could indicate that the plastic leakages from waste

systems to the marine environment (i.e. land based sources) were less understood or seen as
less important. It could also suggest that the topic of MPL did not have the same political weight
as it has acquired in more recent years. However, there are also early reports referencing waste
and solid waste as land-based sources of MPL (e.g. UNEP, 2005a). In more recent reports, these
aspects are much more highlighted. For example, in the 11th edition of the UNEP Yearbook
(UNEP, 2014a) and the Global Waste Management Outlook (2015), where plastic constitutes
one of several waste materials examined (UNEP, 2015d).
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Particularly, through its International Environmental Technology Centre, UNEP has
contributed the knowledge building on integrated waste management systems. For example,
with the Waste Management Outlook series – looking into regions such as Africa (UNEP,
2018b), Latin America and the Caribbean (UNEP, 2018c), Central Asia (UNEP, 2017c), Asia
(UNEP, 2017d), and Small Island Developing States (UNEP, 2019e). Such assessments provide
more regional perspectives on waste management issues. In all these reports, marine and coastal
litter are given substantial consideration, (with the exception of land-locked Central Asia), and
recommendations are specialised to each region. The Centre also produced the report SingleUse Plastics: A Roadmap to Sustainability (UNEP, 2018d).
There is less content primarily focused on the chemical aspect of MPL, though it often appears
as a component of the assessments and a majority of UNEP reports emphasise the chemical
elements. While the first Global Chemicals Outlook – towards sound management of chemicals
did not mention MPL (UNEP, 2013a), the second Global Chemicals Outlook (2019) did
(UNEP, 2019f). Nevertheless, some early examples of UNEP highlighting the chemical dangers
of MPL exist. In 2011, the UNEP’s Our Planet magazine featured chemicals management and
marine plastics, focusing on the potential of microplastics to absorb other toxins in the marine
environment, such as persistent organic pollutants (UNEP, 2011a, p. 23-26).
These examples demonstrate UNEP’s efforts on knowledge building. UNEP has relatively high
credibility in gathering environmental information and producing assessments (e.g., Biermann,
2014, p. 115; Haas, 2004; Ivanova, 2009), and this also appears to be the case of MPL. As
pointed out by Niko Urho, Senior Fellow at the Centre for Governance and Sustainability at the
University of Massachusetts Boston, “I think in general, knowledge building is one of UNEP’s
strengths... UNEP can mobilise the scientific community, and it does a lot of very good
reports.…the reports on marine litter and plastics have been really, very good” (interview 9,
2019). David Azoulay from CIEL echoes this: “…in terms of the knowledge building – what
the issue is and how to deal with it… well, they have several good reports” (interview 8, 2019).
UNEP’s role in knowledge building is further strengthened by relevant UNEA resolutions,
mandating UNEP to produce key assessments on MPL (such as 1/6 and 2/11, 4/7) (UNEP,
2014c; UNEP, 2016c; UNEP, 2019c). As commented by Kei Ohno Woodall from the BRS
Secretariat “UNEP is sort of this authority on the environmental issues. Not only on plastics
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but on all environmental issues. For example, figures that they produce in relation to plastic
waste, will become the core number” (interview 12, 2019).
In total, UNEP has through a large number of assessments taken a vital role in knowledge
building on MPL, both within the thematical area marine pollution and that of plastic waste and
chemicals.

ii)

Science-policy interface

Relevant scientific information has an essential function in informing and supporting
policymaking and decision-making, often referred to as the science-policy interface. By
providing knowledge and information, intellectual leadership shapes the perceptions of causes,
consequences, and potential solutions (Parker, Karlsson and Hjerpe, 2014, p. 5; Young, 1991).
Historically, UNEP has contributed to the monitoring, assessments and early warning of many
global environmental problems (Ivanova, 2009, p. 154-55; Biermann, 2014, p. 115), and
delivered multiple reports and assessments to inform policymaking processes (UNEP, 2019b).
Relevant to the topic of MPL - in addition to the previous mentioned assessments - UNEP has
produced several resources aimed at spurring policy action at the national or international level.
For example, in 2016, the reports Marine Litter Legislation: A Toolkit for Policymakers (UNEP,
2016d), Marine Plastic Debris and Microplastics (UNEP, 2016a) and Marine Litter Vital
Graphics (UNEP and GRID-Arendal, 2016) were launched. UNEP has continued with reports
such as Legal limits on single-use plastics and microplastics (UNEP, 2018e). It has also
attempted to provide policy support on the topic of plastic waste, particularly at the national or
sub-national level. For example, in 2009, through its Division on Technology, Industry and
Economics, UNEP launched the assessment guidelines for Converting Waste Plastics into a
Resource (UNEP, 2009b), and the 2013 UNEP report Guidelines for National Waste
Management Strategies (UNEP, 2013b). These publications guide policymakers (and
sometimes businesses) about the best available science – on the risks and opportunities, and
potential interventions and solutions.
Through digital platforms and tools, UNEP has efforted to share policy-relevant science and
information to monitor and track MPL. For example, on the Global Partnership on Marine Litter
(GPML) platform, it is possible to find an open-source repository of policy and action
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initiatives, as well as UNEP assessments, scientific resources, best available practices and best
available technologies on MPL (GPML, 2019a). The ‘UNEP Environment Live’ digital
platform further shares large spans of environmental data and information, including
information on pollution and marine litter (UNEP Environment Live, 2019a). Providing
improved access to environmental data (UNEP, 2017e, p. 61), the relevant data streams are
increasingly used by countries and regional forums (UNEP, 2019b, p. 8). Commenting on the
science-to-policy nexus, Chris Corbyn from the CEP notes that “…people and governments are
looking for workable and practical solutions. If UNEP, with its mandate for developing global
reports, checklists, case studies, best practices and so on, are able to provide some answers to
governments, that’s where it is really a significant added value (interview 14, 2019). However,
others also point to some of UNEP’s challenges in this context. As observed by Karen
Raubenheimer at the University in Wollongong, “they are pretty good at gathering it and putting
reports together but could be better at disseminating it in order to make it more useful”
(Interview 6, 2019). Moreover, Niko Urho at the University of Massachusetts Boston
comments:
I would say that UNEP is very poor in linking science to decision-making. I think they
have such a vast pool of science; it has the Global Environmental Outlook, it has all the
reports from the International Resources Panel, and when you go to UNEA meetings,
they have these massive reports coming from here and there, that looks good. But how
much do they actually support the negotiations? They don’t. They don’t have that type
of documentation (Interview 9, 2019).
Such reflections go back to the question of whether the information provided is relevant to the
user, also referred to as saliency (Stokke, 2011, p. 147; Mitchell, Clark, and Cash, 2006). While
UNEP’s efforts to provide policy-relevant scientific environmental information to decisionmaking actors have been seen as one of its main strengths (Tarasofsky, 2002, p. 11), previous
studies also indicate the challenges in providing comparative and long-term tracking of
environmental information for policymaking (Ivanova, 2010, p. 42). Commenting on the scope
of UNEP’s Global Environmental Outlook, Koetz, Farrell, and Bridgewater (2012, p. 9-10)
points out that the focus is often on global environmental issues and general policy
formulations, to avoid the dangers of being too policy prescriptive and value laden.
Consequently, it is up to national policymakers to interpret and translate such assessments to
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the national and local level (Urho et al, 2019, p. 48). The gaps in the science-policy interface
has also been identified by UNEP itself (Urho et al, 2019, p. 46-48). While not pertaining only
to MPL, it also highly relevant to the issue.
Thus, UNEP has contributed to the science-policy interface on MPL through a number of
activities. However, there are also challenges impeding the uptake and relevance of its efforts.

iii)

Knowledge collaborations

Due to UNEP’s role and function (UNGA, 1972, p. 43-45), it also has a convening role in
knowledge building on environmental issues. Some of the aforementioned publications were
developed in collaborations with key partners and collaborating centres, IGOs, and with
financial support from donor countries and other actors. The inclusion of scientific input is
particularly important to knowledge building as it provides credibility. Moreover, a broad
engagement can further enhance the legitimacy of the knowledge, because it shows a thorough
process and consideration of values, concerns, and data/information gathering (Stokke, 2011,
p. 147-148). Collaboration between international actors is thus essential due to the specialised
mandate and function of some of the IGOs and the many sources and pathways of MPL.
One relevant example to MPL is the case of abandoned, lost and otherwise discarded fishing
gear (ALDFG), which continues to “ghost fish” in the marine environment. UNEP, the Food
and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations (FAO) and the International Maritime
Organisation (IMO) are all relevant actors on this issue, but without a clear division of labour,
there has been a danger of inaction. According to Ingrid Giskes, Director of the Global Ghost
Gear Initiative, “the issue was a little bit of a hot potato that was being passed around between
FAO, UNEP and IMO, and everyone recognised that it was important but no one wanted to
become the lead agency on it” (interview 5, 2019). Though in 2018, with the Voluntary
Guidelines for the Maritime Fishing Gear adopted via the Committee of Fisheries at the FAO,
FAO has taken an advanced role on this particular issue. IMO are also taking further knowledge
building steps on MPL from ships, including fishing gear (IMO, 2018).
The issue of microplastics is another example worth mentioning. GESAMP, which provides
advice to key UN organisations and programs – such as IMO, FAO, UNESCO-IOC, and UNEP,
has focused on microplastics since 2008. Since 2012, much work has been conducted through
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the GESAMP working group on marine plastic and microplastic, with support from
governments, the private sector and UN agencies, including UNEP (interview 7, 2019). The
working group produced key reports on the status of knowledge on MPL and microplastic, such
as the Source, Fate and Effects of Microplastics in the Marine Environment: A global
assessment (GESAMP, 2015) and Source, Fate and Effects of Microplastics in the Marine
Environment: Part 2 of A global assessment (GESAMP, 2016). Thus, GESAMP has grown into
an important authority on scientific knowledge on MPL. GESAMP can also be viewed as a
mechanism for collaboration between relevant UN agencies, where UNEP is one of several
supportive members. In the establishment of a new working group on sea-based sources of
marine litter (working group 43), IMO and FAO are engaged as the lead agencies, and UNEP
as a co-sponsor (GESAMP, 2019b).
Moreover, UNEP are engaged in some new collaborations with UN institutions. In 2018, UNEP
joined forces with the World Trade Organisation (WTO), not only on MPL but concerning
environmental issues in general. The two IGOs launched their collaboration for a healthier
environment through trade at the beginning of 2018 (UNEP, 2018f). Following this, the UNEP
and WTO Secretariats collaboratively produced the report Making trade work for the
environment, prosperity and resilience (2018), which focuses on a broad scope of connections
between the environment and trade, including clean seas and MPL (WTO and UNEP, 2018).
Another example of such collaborations is between the World Health Organisation (WHO) and
UNEP.

In 2018 the two organisations agreed to accelerate their collaborations on

environmental health risks issues - including air pollution, climate change, water quality, waste
and chemicals management (WHO, 2018). On the topic of MPL, this constitutes a particularly
important collaboration due to the many unanswered questions related to the impacts of
microplastics on human health. So far, the WHO has been cautious about labelling
microplastics as a health risk, arguing that more research is needed (WHO, 2019a). Referring
to WHO’s current stand on plastics - and some of the messages stemming from UNEP, an
anonymous government official comments that “WHO debunks all the human health myths on
plastic, and so, the messages coming out of the UN system is not consistent” (interview 10,
2019). In this context, increased collaboration between UNEP and WHO is both welcomed and
needed. Such reflects also goes back absence of a recognised global knowledge coordination
and authority (Nielsen et al., 2019, p. 2).
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Thus, as shown through these examples, UNEP has participated in several knowledge
collaborations with relevant IGOs on MPL, while not always being in the ‘lead seat’. However,
this also relates to the niche focus of several IGOs and that MPL intersects with many issues
outside of the environmental scope. Despite these examples, there is still a way to go on the
coordination of knowledge building.
To summarise the analysis of intellectual leadership, by investigating UNEP in light of the
strategies i) assessments, ii) science-policy interface, and iii) knowledge collaborations, the
findings of the thesis shows that UNEP has demonstrated some intellectual leadership.

Entrepreneurial leadership & structural leadership
Entrepreneurial leadership encompasses agenda-setting and ‘popularising’ a topic, as well as
inventing policy solutions and brokering deals (Young, 1991, p. 293). If UNEP exercised
entrepreneurial leadership within knowledge building, we should see signs of UNEP
disseminating knowledge in more untraditional ways (to popularise a topic), or by finding new
forms of collaborations to overcome knowledge related barriers. However, as these aspects are
equally relevant within the governance tasks of norm building and capacity building, these
elements are discussed more thoroughly in the next chapters.
Structural leadership is often described in institutional bargaining (Young, 1991, p. 288-289).
However, it is possible for an actor to exercise structural leadership for the sake of knowledge
building. For example, if one actor received financial support for specific activities, while with
the condition of adding a knowledge building component to these activities. Nevertheless, as
most stakeholders relevant view knowledge building of MPL as critical at this stage, the
structural leadership type seems less relevant. In comparison, it is possible to find differences
in perspectives on the governance task of norm building and capacity building. Moreover, there
are no evidence of UNEP being able to or have wished to exercise this leadership type in this
context. None of the interviews or any of the secondary data has indicated this.

4.4 Summary: UNEP’s efforts in knowledge building
This chapter has focused on the governance task of knowledge building, which relates to
activities to improve our understanding of an issue, its causes, consequences, and potential
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responses. In the beginning of the chapter, three sub-questions were introduced: i) type(s) of
leadership by UNEP, ii) UNEP’s importance compared to other international actors, and finally,
iii) whether UNEP’s contribution has provided results.
As for the first question, this chapter has focused on knowledge building and thus emphasised
intellectual leadership. UNEP has provided several assessments and knowledge building
reports, and science-policy interface products, and engaged in knowledge collaborations with
relevant actors. The efforts have focused on plastics in the marine environment, and to a lesser
extent on plastic waste and chemicals. Thus, the analysis has found that UNEP has shown
strategies of intellectual leadership in the scope of knowledge building.
While the entrepreneurial leadership type also could provide some relevant insights, these are
rather discussed in the following chapters on norm building and implementation building. There
are no indications of structural leadership being applicable to this context.
As for the second question, of UNEP’s relative importance compared to other international
actors, the amount of evidence suggest that UNEP has had a key role in global knowledge
building. It has produced several vital global assessments on MPL and contributed to sciencepolicy interface on the topic. The knowledge building activities often take place in collaboration
with partner organisations, and UNEP has also contributed to knowledge collaborations with
other relevant IGOs. Thus, it is perhaps not a surprise that UNEP has been involved in more
publications on the matter than, for example, FAO (2019b) and IMO (2019b). This is also linked
to UNEP’s overarching mandate from the UNGA, with particular responsibility for reviewing
the environmental situation. This is not to say that other international actors are without
relevance, but rather that UNEP has a particular role with regards to information on
environmental issues, with its extensive network and convening power. It also entails that
member states and donors have viewed UNEP has the most fitted to take on such activities.
Thus, the analysis has shown that UNEP has been, if not the most important, at least one of
most important international actors on knowledge building on MPL.
As for the third question, namely on results of the contribution, UNEP’s efforts have led to
concrete and tangible knowledge products – such as assessments, guidelines and tools. From
the analysis, it did, however, become evident that UNEP’s efforts, particularly related to the
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science-policy interface, are sometimes questioned or of limited success. On the more general
level, data and information gaps and the lack of knowledge coordination continues to remain
challenging. Finally, while UNEP has played a role in the broader knowledge building on the
issue of MPL, it is impossible to measure the exact impact of this.
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Chapter 5 Norm building
5.1 Introduction
This chapter examines UNEP’s role in strengthening global norm building on marine plastic
litter (MPL). In this context, norms are viewed as standards for behaviour, and they can be
manifested through both international ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ laws (Katzenstein, 1996, p. 5; Skjærseth,
Stokke, and Wettestad, 2006, p.104). The chapter is the second of three empirical chapters
answering whether UNEP has exercised leadership on global governance on MPL, and if so,
the extent of its efforts. It starts with an overview of the current status of global norm building,
before continuing with an investigation of UNEP’s leadership efforts. The analysis is structured
around the leadership types, and entrepreneurial leadership is viewed as the most relevant. Key
findings are presented at the end of the chapter, and seeks to answer the three sub-questions: i)
what type(s) of leadership has UNEP exercised?, ii) has UNEP been the most important
contributor or one of the most important contributors among the international actors?, and iii)
has UNEP’s contribution provided results?

5.2 Current status of norm building
There is currently no binding normative framework for international cooperation and
coordination on all relevant aspects to MPL (Dauvergne, 2018, p. 22). Nevertheless, some
global instruments with relevance to aspects of the issue exist, for instance, in relation to the
thematic areas’ marine pollution and waste and chemicals (UNEP, 2017a, p. 24-37). Within
some of these instruments, it possible to find a strengthened focus on MPL or plastic pollution
in general (Nielsen et al., 2019, p. 11).
Of legally binding frameworks, the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS, 1982) provides the foundation for all activity in the marine environment. Through
the UNCLOS Part XII Article 192 General Obligation, states have the “obligation to protect
and preserve the marine environment” (UNCLOS, 1982, p. 100) and with Article 194, it
concerns all sources (UNCLOS, 1982, p. 100). However, UNCLOS only directs states to adopt
their own laws and regulations to tackle marine pollution (Vince and Hardesty, 2016, p. 2).
Under the IMO, the Convention on the Prevention of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes
and Other Matter (London Convention, 1972) and the International Convention for the
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Prevention of Pollution from Ships (MARPOL, 1973) are relevant to MPL. In 2011, Annex V
of MARPOL was revised, and thus prohibits plastic discharge into the sea, (with a few
exceptions found Regulation 7) (IMO, 2019c). Following this, IMO adopted guidelines for the
implementation of Annex V in 2012 (IMO, 2012). In 2016, the parties of the London
Convention adopted a statement recommending action to combat marine litter (IMO, 2016a;
IMO, 2016b). IMO’s Marine Environment Protection Committee, which addresses
environmental issues related to IMO activity, adopted an Action Plan to address MPL from
ships in 2018 (IMO, 2018). Furthermore, some frameworks under the FAO are also relevant
to the issue of MPL. The FAO’s Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries (1995) proves
relevant to abandoned, lost or otherwise disregarded fishing gear (ALDFG). In 2018, the
Voluntary Guidelines for marking fishing gear were adopted by the Committee of Fisheries of
FAO, a subsidiary body of the FAO Council. The guidelines marked a significant milestone in
the fight against ALDFG (FAO, 2018a; FAO, 2019c).
Of international frameworks relevant to plastic waste and chemicals, the Basel Convention on
the Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and their Disposal, as well as
the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants, are of importance (Raubenheimer
and McIlgorm, 2018b). Both the legally binding agreements are under the auspices of UNEP.
The Basel Convention is the most important, insofar as it relates to transboundary waste, while
the Stockholm Convention is relevant if plastics contain or absorb persistent organic pollutants
(BRS Secretariat, 2018). The most significant developments have occurred in the context of the
Basel Convention, in which the Basel Convention’s Annex was amended during the
Conferences of the Parties (COPs) of the BRS Conventions in 2019. As a result, contaminated,
mixed, or unrecycled plastic waste will be classified as hazardous waste from 1 January 2021,
which represents a crucial step towards stronger international regulations on plastic waste
(Holden, 2019).
Several ‘soft’ law frameworks are also worth mentioning, such as the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development (UNGA, 2015), and the Global Programme of Action for the
Protection of the Marine Environment from Land-based Activities (GPA) (UNEP, 1995). Since
2012, the GPA increased its focus on marine litter and emphasised the Honolulu Strategy
(UNEP, 2012), which is a global strategy developed to prevent and manage marine debris
(UNEP and NOAA, 2012; Vince and Hardesty, 2016, p. 2). However, the lack of legally
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binding instruments addressing the land-based sources of MPL hampers the global governance
on the issue (Dauvergne, 2018; UNEP, 2017a, p. 12-13).
MPL has also been brought to every United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA) and
resulted in the adoption of four UNEA resolutions on the issue4. In short, the UNEA 1 resolution
(2014) was instrumental in highlighting the problem, the UNEA 2 resolution (2016) stressed
the significant knowledge gaps, and the UNEA 3 resolution (2017) was influential in identifying
the global governance gaps (Carlini and Kleine, 2018). Furthermore, the UNEA 3 resolution
established an Ad Hoc Open-Ended Expert Group (AHEG) on marine litter and microplastics.
Representing an arena to discuss several key questions of MPL including global governance
responses, the AHEG provided recommendations to UNEA 4 (2019). The mandate of the group
has been extended to UNEA 5 (scheduled for 2021). The resolutions symbolise the joint
aspirations and the consensus of the Assembly (Paul, 2019), and hence reveal an attempt of
global norm building. However, the UNEA resolutions negotiations have also highlighted the
absence of a common understanding of possible solutions to combat MPL at the global level.
It is also possible to find a multitude of other international initiatives aimed at strengthening
global norms to address the MPL. The issue has been raised in forums of the OECD (OECD,
2019a and OECD, 2019b). In 2015, the G7 adopted the Action Plan to Combat Marine Litter
(G7, 2015), and in 2018, the G7 Ocean Plastic Charter emphasised the role of collection,
management, other systems, and infrastructure to tackling plastics in the oceans (G7, 2018).
Similarly, in 2017, the G20 agreed on an Action Plan for Marine Litter (G20, 2017), which was
followed up in 2019 with an Implementation Framework for Action on Marine Plastic Litter
(G20, 2019). Countries and companies have also pledged to take action, for example, through
the New Plastics Economy Global Commitment, Our Ocean Conferences, and the Clean Seas
campaign (Clean Seas, 2019a; New Plastic Economy, 2019).
To summarise, there is still an absence of a global agreement or instrument to address MPL
from all sources. However, there has been an increased focus on norm building, not the least

4

Additionally, there has been other UNEA resolutions related to waste and chemicals during the four UN
Environment Assemblies (for example resolutions 2/7, 4/8 and 4/9) (UNEP, 2016e; UNEP, 2019g; UNEP, 2019h).
During UNEA 4, the Assembly also adopted resolution 4/10 focusing on the single-use of plastic products (UNEP,
2019i).
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by the strengthening of existing instruments and by the development of global normative
frameworks on MPL. Many international actors, including IGOs like IMO and FAO, have
increased their efforts.

5.3 UNEP’s leadership efforts
This section examines UNEP’s leadership role in the norm building on MPL. The analysis is
structured around the leadership types and seeks to answer three sub-questions. It will assess
whether any of the specific types of leadership applies to UNEP’s effort in combating MPL,
explore whether UNEP has been the most important or among the most important international
actors on this issue, and finally, investigate whether UNEP’s efforts have shown results or not.
As considered in chapter 4, there are strong indications of UNEP exercising intellectual
leadership in global knowledge building on MPL. UNEP has contributed to assessments,
strengthening the science-policy interface, and knowledge collaborations. As chapter 4 covers
this thoroughly, intellectual leadership is not be repeated here, although these activities are also
a vital foundation for norm building.

Entrepreneurial Leadership
Entrepreneurial leadership centres around the ability to popularise a topic, set the agenda, and
identify solutions, and mediate between relevant stakeholders (Young, 1991, p. 293). The
leadership type is deemed relevant both in negotiations and outside of the negotiation room
(Corneloup and Mol, 2013, p. 285). If UNEP has exercised entrepreneurial leadership in the
context of global norm building, there should be signs of UNEP acting as a catalyser and
coordinator for such efforts, as its mandate says (UNGA, 1972). Thus, the analysis is structured
in accordance with the relevance strategies identified for entrepreneurial leadership in chapter
2: i) mobilising for action, and ii) mediating global frameworks.

i)

Mobilising for action

‘Mobilising for action’ activities - such as awareness-raising, communications, and
popularising a topic - shapes the discussions and grows the momentum of a particular matter
(Corneloup and Mol, 2014, p. 285). While UNEP is not purely an advocacy organisation, it has
a history of advocating for the conservation and protection of the environment (Ivanova, 2010,
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p. 42-45). With relevance to MPL, two UNEP campaigns have been particularly vital - the
Clean Seas campaign and the Beat Pollution campaign.
The UNEP Clean Seas campaign was launched in February 2017, focusing mainly on
addressing production and consumption of single-use plastics to combat MPL (Clean Seas,
2019b). Through the campaign, governments (as well as businesses and citizens) were asked to
show their commitment to the issue (Clean Seas, 2019a). During the spring, summer, and fall
of 2017, several governments joined the campaign by announcing new actions to reduce singleuse plastic, such as bans on plastic bags (Clean Seas, 2019b). Over the first year, 43 countries
pledged to act upon the Clean Seas campaign, and 60 countries were listed on the website per
2019 (Clean Seas, 2019a). The campaign’s content and the country commitments have been
widely spread. By utilising social media and digital storytelling, the campaign has not only
inspired but perhaps also generated an element of peer pressure. As noted by Karen
Raubenheimer from the University of Wollongong “… the platform that UNEP has created for
the Clean Seas campaign - with all of the declarations and the voluntary commitments - it’s
almost a sort of naming and shaming thing to create competition that’s going on with plastics
at the moment” (interview 6, 2019).
The Beat Pollution initiative, which can be seen as a parallel to the Clean Seas campaign,
originated at the third UNEA, in 2017, with the overarching theme ‘pollution’. The Beat
Pollution initiative invited governments, as well as businesses and civil society, to voluntarily
commit to addressing pollution issues, in the air, fresh water, marine environment, land, and
soil. More than 2 million pledges have occurred on web and social media (Beat Pollution, 2019).
While it has a broader pollution scope, MPL was thoroughly covered. For instance, during the
World Environment Day in 2018, Beat Plastic Pollution was a key focus. The UNEP’s digital
communications of the World Environment Day emphasised the rise in plastic waste during the
last two decades, including that circa 60% of the plastic ever produced has ended up in landfills
or the natural environment (UNEP, 2018g). The efforts of these campaigns to develop messages
where the relevant aspects of MPL are communicated in more holistic ways, represent
important steps in the right direction. Strengthening the understanding of the connections
between the impacts of plastic pollution in the marine environment, plastic waste and chemicals
streams, is essential to develop appropriate and effective responses. As pointed out by Chris
Corbyn at the CEP:
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I think even in the messaging that I have seen coming out of the global Clean Seas and
Beat Pollution campaigns, I’m seeing a greater reference to integrated waste
management, and in addressing the perception that marine plastic litter is not only a
marine issue but also a solid waste and chemicals management issue. So, I’m seeing
progress in doing that integration (interview 14, 2019).
However, only reaching those with similar mind-sets, can be a challenge with social media
campaigns (Williams et al., 2015, p. 135). As pointed out by Karen Raubenheimer at the
University of Wollongong, “It becomes an echo chamber, where you’re talking to people that
are interested. It’s how to move beyond this audience. I think all social media campaigns suffer
from it. How do you engage groups that aren’t in the environmental space?” (interview 6, 2019).
With prominent personalities from the sports and the entertainment world partaking in
campaigns or as (regional or global) ambassadors5, UNEP has perhaps attempted to move
beyond such limitations. Commenting on the use of the campaigns, Kristal Ambrose, founder
of the Bahamas Plastic Movement, points out “…last year they [UNEP] had Beat Plastic
Pollution for the World Environment Day, that even got several celebrities on board for that
campaign” (interview 2, 2019). Indeed, reaching its peak during the 2018 World Environment
Day, a number of celebrities, including UN leaders, head of states, movie actors and other
celebrities supported the Beat Pollution campaign. Spreading the word through viral videos and
social media, either by sharing and engaging with UNEP’s content on their own social media
or by contributing to video campaigns, many spoke up about refusing plastic straws, bags,
bottles, and cutlery (Chow, 2018). The significance of celebrity engagement in such initiatives
cannot be overlooked as it adds an extra dimension in popularising the content to people outside
of their standard target groups (Andersson, 2011).
There are also other examples of UNEP taking on a more proactive role to popularise the issue
of MPL, such as beach clean-up activities. With UNEP’s involvement in the Mumbai Beach
Clean-up (referred to as the world’s largest clean-up ever) (UNEP, 2018h; Clean Seas, 2019c),
the Indian organiser Afroz Shah, received global recognition and is now featured on UNEP’s
“Champions of the Earth” site (UNEP, 2019j). Commenting on UNEP’s role in such initiatives,

5

For example, see the website UN Environment VOICES, which showcases UNEP’s collaboration with several
celebrities (UNEP, 2019j).
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Malin Jacob from SALT Lofoten notes that “…it’s been important for getting people like Afroz
Shah known… building up people to some sorts of plastic celebrities” (interview 4, 2019). In
the context of these efforts to create and disseminate innovative content to the public, Chris
Corbyn from CEP points out that “there is certainly a continued need for strong advocacy – I’m
beginning to see a perhaps even greater role than they [UNEP] would have in the past, and this
is evident in some of the global and regional campaigns that have been taken place” (interview
14, 2019).
In general, since 2016, the UNEP Secretariat has increased its focus on social media,
multimedia storytelling, advocacy, and social mobilisation. UNEP also launched its new
website in 2017 (UNEP, 2019b, p. 8). During the last years, several policy responses have
occurred at a country-level, and while it is difficult to know if these would have occurred in the
absence of UNEP’s campaigns, it is clear that the campaigns have offered a timely opportunity
for countries to showcase their commitments. Compared to other IGOs, such as IMO, FAO,
and WHO, UNEP has engaged with more public awareness campaigns on this matter and
adopted high visibility approaches in collaboration with civil society actors. As noted by Marta
Ruiz (personal views) from the HELCOM (Baltic Marine Environment Protection
Commission) Secretariat, “…they [UNEP] are very good at identifying different stakeholders
and cooperating with them, and making their voices louder…” (interview 18, 2019). However,
some also question UNEP’s collaboration with other stakeholders. As pointed out by Malin
Jacob from SALT Lofoten, “…having their own campaigns is important, but I think, there’s
such a weak link between UNEP and the international society working on marine litter, and
that’s worrying” (interview 4, 2019).
Moreover, some are also sceptical of the new awareness-raising efforts of UNEP. Niko Urho at
the University of Massachusetts Boston comments “…the Clean Seas campaign has been said
to be very useful and increased awareness of people. At the same time, I don’t think UNEP
should take that grassroots actor role and start doing clean-up campaigns at the local level”
(interview 9, 2019). Such observations inherently reflect on UNEP’s mandate and what it means
to be catalysing for change in the modern times of social media and digital storytelling.
In short, the findings suggest that UNEP has taken a critical role in mobilising for action on the
international scene. Through its digital storytelling and social media activity, UNEP has
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translated scientific, technical, and policy information into accessible content, and disseminated
the information to a variety of audiences. It has targeted governments and businesses, as well
as the general public and individuals. By doing so, UNEP has showcased its ability to set the
agenda and popularise a topic, and the willingness to put resources into communications
activities. However, some are also more critical of UNEP’s efforts and question whether these
are the appropriate activities for an IGO such as UNEP. Despite such discussions, these
attempts can be viewed as example of entrepreneurial leadership (Young, 1991; Corneloup and
Mol, 2013). UNEP’s efforts have also arguably contributed to the wide reach of the topic and
should be viewed in parallel to the global norm building.

ii)

Mediating global frameworks

Mediating global frameworks, by identifying policy options and brokering solutions,
constitutes a vital component of entrepreneurial leadership (Young, 1991, p. 293). If UNEP has
exercised entrepreneurial leadership, there should be signs of it coordinating and driving the
progress of institutional negotiations forward. The most notable processes relevant to UNEP
are the UNEAs and the amendment made to the Annex of the Basel Convention. However, it is
also worth briefly mentioning the Honolulu Strategy (2012), developed by UNEP and NOAA
(UNEP and NOAA, 2012). The strategy was adopted by the Third Intergovernmental Review
Meeting of the GPA, and included in the work programme of the Global Partnership on Marine
Litter (GPML) in 2012 (UNEP, 2011b, p. 5, 8), and other relevant policy documents and UNEA
resolutions (e.g. UNEP, 2014c; UNEP, 2016c).
Resolutions under the United Nations Environment Assemblies
The first UNEA was organised in 2014, and MPL has been on the agenda of every Assembly
since then (Carlini and Kleine, 2018, p. 237). The UNEA represents the successor of the UNEP
Governing Council, designed as a universal forum for policymaking on environmental issues.
While the UNEA resolutions are not legally binding and with relatively weak impact (Urho et
al, 2019, p. 27), they also play a pivotal role in reaching consensus on global norms with
relevance to environmental issues (Elder, 2019, p. 2; Carlini and Kleine, 2018, p. 237).
Moreover, from 1200 participants at UNEA 1 to 4450 participants at UNEA 3 (Urho et al, 2019,
p. 24), the growth in UNEA participants shows an increasing interest from stakeholders and
demonstrates UNEP’s convening power. It has become a member state-driven arena, where
countries suggest draft resolutions, and each of the UNEA meetings are led by a Bureau and its
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President, consisting of Ministers of the Environment from member states (Elder, 2019; Paul,
2019).
The resolution following the second UNEA (2016) showed increased attention to global
frameworks addressing MPL. With the UNEA 2 resolution (2/11), UNEP was tasked with
producing a global report on the effectiveness of governance strategies and approaches for
UNEA 3 (2017) (see UNEP, 2017a). The report introduced three governance options: status
quo, which would lead to continued increase of MPL and thus not recommended (option 1);
improving existing frameworks to strengthen coordination and establishing an umbrella
mechanism at the international level (option 2); and develop a new international framework
(option 3) (UNEP, 2017a, p. 102-145). Providing a vital foundation for the discussions on the
topic, one of the authors of the assessment, Karen Raubenheimer comments:
It’s a good starting point… I think, no one has come out totally against it, but then some
have perhaps not liked the way it was positioned or how the options were positioned.
Because option 3 is given the most space in the assessment, partly because it brings all
the concepts together into one comprehensive framework, it is sometimes seen as the
option that is being promoted (interview 6, 2019).
During the third UNEA in 2017 - and following the assessment findings and relevant resolution
discussions - the UNEA 3 resolution (3/7) tasked the UNEP Secretariat with convening an Ad
Hoc Open-Ended Expert group (AHEG) on marine litter and microplastics (UNEP, 2017b).
The group were to discuss current mechanisms and barriers to combat marine litter, potential
responses and their feasibility and effectiveness. During 2018, the AHEG convened twice
(UNEP, 2018i). With government representatives as Co-Chairs and Rapporteur, UNEP brought
together representatives of member states, IGOs and observers representing UNEA accredited
stakeholders and major groups (UNEP, 2018j; UNEP, 2018k). Kei Ohno Woodall from the
BRS Secretariat notes that “this was one of the first meetings that brought together
governments, the industry, and the NGOs, all together, to sit and discuss about science and
governance options to address marine litter and microplastics” (interview 12, 2019).
Commenting on UNEP’s role in the AHEG meetings, Karen Raubenheimer from the University
of Wollongong points out that “…it’s not necessarily a UNEP-led meeting but a UNEP-
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facilitated the meeting. It’s a facilitation type of meeting - it’s not for them to push the
direction”. She continues “…they have to work out during those meetings, what countries want
and then try to provide the information requested for the next meeting, without directing it”
(interview 6, 2019). Such comments reflect back to Young (1991) account of entrepreneurial
leadership, which also refers to the ability of taking on a facilitator role. Moreover, UNEP has
some power in setting the agenda and in facilitating the deliberations, which are also aspects
that Young drew on with regards to entrepreneurial leadership (Young, 1991, p. 294). For
example, it was the UNEP’s Executive Director and Director of the Ecosystems Division that
delivered the opening remarks of the first AHEG meeting, setting the tone and the sense of
urgency (UNEP, 2018j, p. 1-2). UNEP presented four discussion papers before the first meeting,
on the topics of barriers to tackling marine litter, costs of different response options and
feasibility and effectiveness of different response options (UNEP, 2018l; Carlini and Klein,
2018, p. 240-243). By providing the agenda and the background papers, UNEP has been in the
position to set the premises for discussions. One of the representatives, speaking in the first
meeting on behalf of several major groups, disagreed with the premise of one of UNEP’s
discussion papers. The representative argued that there was too much focus on insufficient
waste management, and that rather there was a need for more systematic changes of plastic
production and industries (UNEP, 2018j, p. 8). The example highlights the process of issue
framing and issue-linkages, in which there is a dynamic interaction about how to perceive a
problem and find solutions (Mitchell, 2002, p. 502-504).
As a result of the AHEG meetings, the potential of existing frameworks to address the issue
more comprehensively was reported to the fourth UNEA in 2019. It highlighted the need for
improved coordination at the regional level, and the potential for a forum to share experience
and coordinate action. The AHEG also reported that some considered a new legally binding
agreement as the best way forward and suggested to consider the feasibility and effectiveness
of a legally binding agreement, for example the civil society actors CIEL and WWF ((UNEP,
2018i, p. 4; CIEL, 2018; WWF, 2018). In this context, for UNEA 4, a draft resolution by
Norway, Sri Lanka, and Japan suggested to establish an expert group with the mandate to
investigate the scope and elements of a new global agreement (Laville, 2019). However, in the
final UNEA 4 resolution on marine litter and microplastics (4/7), such ambitions were not
reflected, while the AHEG was extended for UNEA-5 (UNEP, 2019c). As pointed out by Niko
Urho at the University of Massachusetts Boston “…it was felt by many countries as a failure
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for not to launch anything that would take the plastics agenda to the next level. It’s just staying
at the Ad Hoc Expert Group, as a discussion club at the moment” (interview 9, 2019).
The fourth UNEA (4/7) resolution on MPL reflects the difficulty of the member states to find
consensus around an ambitious resolution (Paul, 2019), particularly due to the US (Laville,
2019). Eirik Lindebjerg from WWF Norway notes “…what we saw at UNEA 4 was that there
were very few countries blocking the progress, and most of the countries were ready to move”
(interview 3, 2019). Similar remarks were echoed by other environmental civil society groups
(Laville, 2019). Kei Ohno Woodall in the BRS Secretariat comments “In my view, the UNEA
negotiations were very challenging as countries were looking at the different directions with
different priorities, although they all recognised that it is a very important issue to address”
(interview 12, 2019). Keeping in mind that it should not be taken for granted that all member
states are able to agree during such forums, Marta Ruiz from the HELCOM Secretariat provided
her personal views on the process: “I know that there are some complaints that they are not
ambitious enough, but I think we also need to be realistic. There are so many different
perspectives on the table, but at least there is something in common” (interview 18, 2019). She
continued “…there was one resolution on deforestation, and it did not go through. That is quite
shocking. So, when I see what happened with that resolution, I’m feeling happy about what was
achieved with the resolutions on marine litter and microplastics” (interview 18, 2019).
Through the UNEA process, UNEP has had a coordinator and facilitator role. Prior to each
UNEA, the UNEP Secretariat puts forward the provisional agenda based on input from relevant
stakeholders (i.e., the Assembly, Member States, the UNGA, the UN Economic and Social
Council, or the Executive Director). The UNEP Executive Director prepares and disseminates
documents relevant to the UNEA and subsidiary organs, and the UNEP Secretariat also
translates and circulates all relevant documents, reports, and resolutions (UNEP, 2016f).
Additionally, by providing reports and assessments (see chapter 4) to the UNEA meetings and
by organising side-events with stakeholders, UNEP has the opportunity to influence the topics
and debates during the UNEAs. For example, during UNEA 4, it organised several side-events
in the context of the Global Partnership on Marine Litter and Clean Seas (Elder, 2019). Thus,
although the member states have a strong influence on the UNEAs, UNEP also has power to
influence and the ability to set its mark on these forums.
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In this context, some are more critical about UNEP’s efforts. Eirik Lindebjerg from WWF
Norway mentions that “I think UNEP has managed to contribute to putting this on the agenda,
in more general terms. But they might have failed in setting the more political and regulatory
direction, and failed to translate the increased attention to policy” (interview 3, 2019). Such
comments indicate that UNEP has not been able to utilise the momentum to broker
understandings and consensus between states, according to the entrepreneurial leadership type.
However, the complexity of the problem also constitutes challenges. As commented by Linda
Finska from the NCLOS/UiT: “it’s unlikely that merely international environmental law and
governance can solve the issue. So that also limits UNEP’s role in addressing this problem”
(interview 15, 2019). These challenges are also highlighted by Jorge Laguna Celis, Director of
UNEP’s Governance Affairs Office. Reflecting on MPL as an environmental issue, Jorge
Laguna Celis comments that:
It is more complex than many other issues where UNEP has supported legally and nonlegally binding frameworks. Because of many factors: most notably, the necessity for
the big industry to get fully on board and to transform the waste management systems
within many countries. Sometimes I compare it to a complex issue such as climate
change, because so many sectors and areas of the society are involved. Also, because
the role that governments can play in curbing plastic pollution is comparable to the role
and significance of the private sector (interview 17, 2019)
In general, it should also be noted that the efforts to strengthen global norms and frameworks
on MPL has intensified rapidly. As a separate issue, it has only been properly discussed in the
aftermath of the third UNEA in 2017, and hence been on the global environmental agenda for
the last two years. Moreover, also after UNEA 4, stakeholders continue to look towards UNEP
for taking on a central role moving forward. For instance, when the Nordic Council of Ministers
announced the preparation of a report on a potential design for a global agreement on MPL, it
also stated that it would be submitted to the AHEG (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2019). Similar
statements have been made by other actors and coalitions. ASEAN (Association of Southeast
Asian Nations) and CARICOM (Caribbean Community) also referred to the relevant UNEA
resolutions on marine plastic litter in their statement on combatting MPL (ASEAN, 2019;
Nicholls, 2019).
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In short, through the ‘UNEA track’, UNEP has coordinated relevant forums and negotiations mostly due to its formal role and mandate. It has provided an arena for discussions and
facilitated the meetings, as well as setting the premises for discussions. However, some argued
that UNEP has not been able to play its role fully.
Amendment to the annex of the Basel Convention
In 2019, during the fourteenth Conference of Parties (COP) of the Basel Convention - as a part
of the Trippel COP to the BRS Conventions - the Parties agreed on amending the Annex to the
Basel Convention (BRS Secretariat, 2019a). In the Convention, plastic waste has only been
classified as hazardous if it contained persistent organic pollutants regulated under the
Stockholm Convention or other specific criteria under the Basel Convention (Carlini, 2018).
Thus, most plastic waste did not require any special consideration and could be traded without
prior informed consent (PIC) by the receiver country (Carlini, 2018). With the amendment, this
is no longer the case. Niko Urho at the University of Massachusetts Boston comments “…
having this procedure to get prior informed consent when shipping of unrecyclable waste, it’s
really good. Because it now forces countries to invest in their infrastructures to handle the
plastic waste. So that is of one step forward” (interview 9, 2019). The amendment has been
seen as a breakthrough in the global regulative responses on plastic waste (Carlini, 2018;
Holden, 2019; Picheta and Dean, 2019), albeit not a solution for the MPL issue as a whole. On
this note, Eirik Lindebjerg from WWF Norway points out “… the Basel Convention has an
important role, but it has limitations to what it can achieve. When it comes to waste trade, it’s
the most important forum, and that is part of the problem but not the whole problem” (interview
3, 2019). David Azoulay from CIEL echoes these considerations:
…the amendment to the Convention to better control the flow of plastic waste across
borders, will have an impact on the overall plastic crisis. It’s an end of the pipe solution,
and it does not go to the heart of the problem, but it will definitely have a major impact
on the crisis (interview 8, 2019).
Observers have also highlighted the speed of the amendment process. Ieva Rucevska from
GRID-Arendal comments “…it has been agreed in a rocket high speed, in a light-speed”
(interview 1, 2019). The Geneva-based BRS Secretariat, which is under the auspices of UNEP,
has provided the relevant secretariat functions during the process. In 2017, during the thirteen
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COP to the Basel Convention, MPL was included in the 2018-2019 work programme of the
Open-Ended Working Group (OEWG) (BRS Secretariat, 2019d). The OEWG represents the
meeting forum for Parties, other stakeholders and partners of the Convention, in order to discuss
aspects related to policy, technical, scientific, legal, institutional, and financial. During 2018
and 2019, the OEWG met twice to discuss relevant questions of MPL, as well as other issues,
in the work programme (BRS Secretariat, 2019d). This also included a potential amendment,
proposed by Norway and later revised by the EU, which resulted in the adopted amendment
during the fourteenth COP (BRS Secretariat, 2019a). During the Basel Convention
negotiations, the willingness of the Parties to act were visible, and as the US is not a Party to
the Convention, it was harder for the country to influence the consensus-making (Holden,
2019). Commenting on the process and the timing of it, Kei Ohno Woodall from the BRS notes:
At the UNEA 4, many member states observed the difficulty in coming to a consensus
due to strong positions maintained by few countries. It was unsure how far UNEA 4
could achieve in its decision-making before the UNEA. But during the meeting, it
became clear that the negotiation was difficult, and it was hard to come to a consensus.
The Basel Convention COP took place in April/May, which was right after UNEA 4 in
March. The Parties to the Convention were determined to come to a consensus at that
very meeting with no delays (Interview 12, 2019).
The amendment demonstrates a concrete example of an existing MEA being strengthened to
address components of the MPL issue. It also constitutes a considerable win for the Genevabased BRS Secretariat and indirectly for the UNEP. Thus, it could be viewed in light of
entrepreneurial leadership, where the BRS Secretariat and the UNEP Secretariat - through a
diverse list of processes and activities - have built the momentum for action and provided an
institutional setting for countries to come together. Given the timing of the events, it also seems
more useful to see these developments in parallel. However, it should be noted that there is a
significant distance between the UNEP Secretariat and the Geneva-based BRS Secretariat. Kei
Ohno Woodall from the BRS Secretariat explained that the UNEP Secretariat has the full
responsibility for the UNEA process “…we are just a participant. We provided documents,
submitted information and requested slots to make interventions and to organised side events”
(interview 12, 2019). During the COP, the BRS Secretariat was responsible and in control of
the preparation. As commented by Kei Ohno Woodall “…the Ad Hoc Open-ended Expert
Group had the opportunity to submit an information document at OEWG-11 and COP-14. We
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issued information documents and provided links to the report of the Ad Hoc Meetings and
relevant resolutions of UNEA…”. Kei Ohno Woodall continued “…they also had the
opportunity to make interventions on the agenda item on plastic waste during the OEWG-11
and the COP-14” (interview 12, 2019).
In this context, the UNEP Secretariat reported on its activities with relevance to the BRS COPs
in 2019, including on the collaborations on sound management of chemicals, waste, and
improved air quality between UNEP and the BRS Convention Secretariats (Mead, 2019). The
report included a short reference to UNEP’s effort as the secretariat for the AHEG, without
providing further information about the collaboration between the entities (UNEP, 2019l, p. 6).
This could suggest that the collaboration on MPL is in its early stages, where responsibilities
are not clearly defined yet. It would also be quite natural, given the fact that plastic waste
management (to address MPL) has only recently became a thematic area to the BRS Secretariat.
However, the UNEP Secretariat had historically had a weak and loose relationship with the
MEAs under its auspices (Andresen and Rosendal, 2009, p. 144-145). Thus, while it potential
too early to provide a judgement on this matter related to MPL, previous studies indicate low
levels of the collaborations between UNEP entities.
In short, by taking a closer look at UNEP’s role in the amendment to the annex of the Basel
Convention, it is clear that the BRS Secretariat has played a principal role in the strengthening
of global regulations. While the UNEP Secretariat has been less directly involved, its efforts to
‘mobilising for action’, as well as the processes of UNEA (including the AHEG), have also
proved important to the amendment.
To summarise the analysis of entrepreneurial leadership, by investigating UNEP in light of
the strategies i) mobilising for action efforts, and ii) mediating normative frameworks, the thesis
findings show that UNEP exercised some entrepreneurial leadership. Although, not as clearly
as in the case of intellectual leadership.

Structural leadership
Sweetening the opportunities to cooperate and increasing the cost of non-cooperation are
strategies seen as the core of structural leadership (Young, 1991; Saul and Seidel, 2011, p. 907).
This could be relevant in the context of norm building, if an actor directed others under
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deliberations in a certain way. At the heart of such a leadership strategy lies political or financial
power. If UNEP exercised structural leadership in the context of norm building, it would entail
that it actively moved away from its neutral function in institutional bargaining situations,
which is therefore very unlikely. Moreover, even UNEP wished to influence others by using
positive or negative enticements, it would be impossible for UNEP to exercise structural
leadership over vis-à-vis the more powerful states, including US, which has been most clearly
against the strengthening on international regulations on MPL (Laville, 2019).

5.3 Summary: UNEP’s efforts in norm building
This chapter focused on the governance task of norm building. It has focused on norms as
standards for behaviour, expressed through both international ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ laws. Three subquestions were introduced in the beginning of the chapter: i) type(s) of leadership by UNEP, ii)
UNEP’s importance compared to other international actors, and finally, iii) whether UNEP’s
contribution has provided results.
As for the first question, this chapter has focused on norm building and thus emphasised
entrepreneurial leadership. By investigating this leadership type, it is clear that there are some
indications of UNEP exercising entrepreneurial leadership through ‘mobilising for action’ and
mediating global frameworks. By ‘mobilising for action’, in the form of awareness-raising and
popularising the topic, UNEP has communicated vital information about MPL to a variety of
audiences and increased the visibility of the topic. Some question whether some of UNEP’s
advocacy activities are appropriate for an IGO such as UNEP, however, the same efforts have
arguably led to a wider reach of the topic and contributed to the building the momentum.
Moreover, UNEP has also endeavoured to mediate global responses on marine litter. The
analysis has particularly emphasised the UNEA resolutions and the amendment to the annex of
the Basel Convention, while also mentioned the Honolulu Strategy. In light of these
developments, the thesis findings suggest that UNEP has shown entrepreneurial leadership,
while to a slightly less extent than intellectual leadership in the case of knowledge building.
Finally, it should also be noted that while intellectual leadership has not been repeated in this
chapter, some of the activities of intellectual leadership on knowledge building (explained in
the previous chapter), are also relevant to norm building. Knowledge is the foundation for norm
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building, and hence this need to be viewed in parallel. There are no indications of UNEP
applying structural leadership.
As for the second question, about UNEP’s role compared to other international actors,
UNEP’s position is firmly rooted in the centre of global coordination and norm building on
environmental matters. Through its efforts in ‘mobilising for action’, the ‘UNEA track’, as well
as the amendment to the annex of the Basel Convention, UNEP has played a vital role in lifting
the issue of MPL to the height of the global environmental agenda. Here it is also possible to
find examples of other international actors that have shown willingness to strengthen their
regulations and instruments in relation to MPL, such as IMO. By comparing UNEP to other
IGOs with similar functions of promoting global norm building, it is evident that UNEP is the
preferred actor to host the issue of MPL at the overarching level. Other IGOs have mandates
that covers a limited part or entail a niche focus, such as WHO - focusing on the human health
aspects of MPL, and FAO and IMO who mainly focus on sea-based sources of MPL. Moreover,
compared to these IGOs, UNEP has engaged with more campaigns on this matter than and it
has adopted stronger advocacy approaches.
As for the third question, of the results of UNEP’s contribution, the number of countries’
commitments to the UNEP campaigns on MPL is one form of result. While some argue that
UNEP has lacked the ability to translate the momentum on MPL to global policy development,
others argue that because of UNEP’s inherent function and capacity, its role cannot be too
proactive. On an overall level, this thesis finds that the accumulation of UNEP’s efforts has
been critical to norm building. The most tangible result is the amendment to the annex of the
Basel Convention, which provides direction and clarity on the management of plastic waste. It
is seen as a breakthrough in global regulations on the issue. The UNEA resolutions also prove
vital, as they represent critical steps forward in global norm building and consensus building.
The AHEG meetings also provides a potential stream for increasing future efforts towards a
global agreement. Nonetheless, no normative framework addressing the issue as a whole
currently exists.
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Chapter 6 Implementation building
6.1 Introduction
This chapter investigates UNEP’s role in strengthening the governance tasks of implementation
building, notably capacity building and rule enforcement. As capacity building is viewed to be
the most relevant to MPL and UNEP, this is the main focus of this chapter. Capacity building
is usually a term used for a range of activities. However, in this context, it will be understood
as the efforts to develop the ability of an actor - be it civil society, public sector, and scientific
and technical communities - to cope with or combat MPL (VanDeveer and Dabelko, 2001, p.
20). The chapter is the last of in total three empirical chapters aimed at answering whether
UNEP has shown significant leadership on the global governance on MPL, and if so, the extent
of its efforts. It begins with a brief overview of the current status of capacity building. The
analysis thereafter continues with an investigation of UNEP’s leadership efforts, which is
structured around the relevant leadership types. Structural leadership is regarded as the most
relevant, while the analysis also examines some relevant aspects of entrepreneurial leadership.
The key findings are presented at the end of the chapter, and seeks to answer the three subquestions: i) what type(s) of leadership has UNEP exercised?, ii) has UNEP been the most
important or one of the most important contributors among the international actors?, and iii)
has UNEP’s contribution provided results?

6.2 Current status of implementation building
Across the world, there are large differences between countries on a number of capacities
relevant to take action to combat MPL, most notably with regards to waste management and
clean-up activities, infrastructure and technology, financing, as well as institutional capacity
(UNEP, 2017a, p. 68, 90,). Thus, it might not come as a surprise that a multitude of international
actors, including IGOs, have highlighted the importance of strengthening capacity building to
combat MPL (G20, 2017; IMO, 2018; UNEP, 2016a). The IMO provides capacity building
measures in the context of the Marine Plastic Litter Action Plans from Ships, MARPOL Annex
V, and the London Convention (IMO, 2018; IMO, 2019c). Similarly, the FAO supports
countries in building capacity to implement the standards through the Guidelines on Marking
Fishing Gear (FAO, 2018b). Moreover, international development actors, such as the World
Bank (WB) and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), are also increasingly
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focusing on addressing MPL (e.g. World Bank, 2019; UNDP, 2019). In the case of UNEP, it
is possible to see the capacity building activities in the context of the GPA, which provides
advice for national and regional actors to prevent, reduce, control and/or eliminate degradation
of the marine environment from land-based activities (UNEP, 2016a, p. 14). These activities
are closely connected to the UNEP Regional Seas Conventions and Action Plans (RSCAPs),
providing cooperation and coordination amongst countries at the regional level (UNEP,
2019m).
The lack of legislative frameworks, standards, and institutional capacity on the national level
are some of the critical issues of MPL capacity building (UNEP, 2017a, p. 90). Some countries
have adopted laws or action plans to tackle MPL, others have put in place policies and laws to
target single-use plastic in the society, and some focus on the plastic waste component (UNEP,
2016d, p. 3-4; Xanthos and Walker, 2017; Nielsen et al., 2019). For example, following the
growing attention on the global trade of plastic waste, several developing countries are adopting
stricter regulations on plastic waste (Staub, 2018; Staub, 2019). This is particularly true in Asia,
and includes countries such as India, Malaysia, Thailand, and Taiwan (GRID-Arendal, 2019,
p. 15). These developments notably follow China’s stricter legislation on import of solid waste6
and the amendment to the annex of the Basel Convention (Staub, 2018; Staub, 2019). When
asked about the developments in Asian countries, Edwin Seah, Head of Sustainability and
Communications, Food Industry Asia, notes that:
A lot of waste-importing countries in Southeast Asia realise why and how plastic waste
becomes such a big problem within their borders. You have low waste collection rates
coupled with a lack of recycling facilities to begin with, and then you add tonnes of
imported waste that is mismanaged, and they can’t handle both (interview 11, 2019).
Due to the high estimates of MPL from land-bases sources, improving waste management
systems is a key priority, particularly in developing countries (Jambeck et al., 2015; Vince and
Stoett, 2018, p. 200). However, waste management is an issue of broad variances across the
world. As commented by an anonymous government official “…in relation to waste
management, the national and sub-national governments are the key players - this is where the
6

In 2017, China implemented the National Sword Policy which regulates import of solid waste, including most
plastic materials (Raubenheimer and McIlgorm, 2018b). In the following year, China also restricted the
maximum levels of contamination for imported materials, including scrap plastic (Staub, 2019).
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waste management is actually taking place” (interview 10, 2019). Municipalities and
communities have different strategies for the handling of solid waste based upon social and
economic aspects, as well as cultural differences (see Kaza et al., 2018). Additionally, the
physical location plays a role in determining how exposed a geographical area is to
accumulation of plastic waste or MPL. For example, Small Island Developing States have a
high level of import of products, but often also lack space, storage and disposal facilitates.
These, and other factors, constitute extra challenges to the proper handling of plastic waste
(UNEP, 2019e; Vince and Hardesty, 2018, p. 5). As pointed out by Chris Corbyn at the CEP
“…if we don’t address the issue of integrated waste management and how countries,
communities, and individuals deal with waste management, you may end up with still having a
waste management problem, but it wouldn’t consist of as many plastics” (interview 14, 2019).
Technological solutions and technical innovations are also vital. For example, several
simulations and circulation models or predictive mapping tools have been developed to
understand better where and how MPL interacts and accumulates in ocean currents and along
coastlines (Ambrose et al., 2019; Hardesty et al., 2017; Harr et al., 2019). According to the
UNEA 4 report on the voluntary MPL commitments (2018), there has been an increase in
technical and business innovation the last couple of years. These commitments were made in
the context of major events, such as the UN Conference to Support the Implementation of
Sustainable Development of Goal 14, the Our Ocean conference, the UN Sustainable
Development Platform, the Clean Seas campaign and the Environment Assembly voluntary
reporting portal. The interventions attempt to tackle MPL at the source, for example, as it relates
to the supply chain of products and services, including packaging and alternatives for plastics
(UNEP, 2018m, p. 13).
Financial resources are vital when discussing the preparedness and capacity to implement
solutions (Stokke, 2011, p. 149). The UNEA 4 report on voluntary commitments found a total
of 444 voluntary commitments targeting MPL, in which all relate to some extent to
implementation and capacity building from governments, civil society, businesses, and
academia (UNEP, 2018m, p. 11). The voluntary commitments offer a reason for optimism, but
the commitments also rely on further resource mobilisation (UNEP, 2018m, p. 11-12). Such
messages have been echoed in the context of the G7 and the G20, particularly mentioning the
need to catalyse investments and public-private partnerships (G7, 2018 and G20, 2019). Indeed,
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access to financial resources for implementation is vital across the range of interventions to
tackle MPL, including waste management (see Kaza et al., 2018). As pointed out by an
anonymous government official “there’s big differences between the developed and the
developing world with regards to waste management infrastructure. In developed countries, we
have infrastructure and capacity to deal with it, but in many developing countries they just
don’t.” (interview 10, 2019). The government official continued “A big win would be to
increase the capacity of waste management in developing countries. It’s the most important part
of dealing with the problem and very closely connected to funding - which is and will be a big
issue” (interview 10, 2019). Thus, financial support from high-income countries is deemed
essential to combat MPL (UNEP, 2017a, p. 68-69).
In this light, there are increasing instances of funding from developed countries, such as projectspecific contributions from Sweden (UNEP, 2018n). Some countries have also dedicated
considerable sums of funding to multiple projects and over several years. For instance, in 2018,
Norway committed about 200 million USD in development aid funding to combat MPL
(Norwegian government, 2018) and Japan announced that it would contribute with 167 million
USD to support international cooperation within Asian countries (OurOceans, 2019). The same
year, the United Kingdom also launched the Commonwealth Clean Oceans Alliance with
Ghana, Sri Lanka, New Zealand and Vanuatu, and dedicated 61.4 million GBP to the alliance
(Benson-Wahlén, 2018).
However, even with resource mobilisation, another challenge remains to be addressed. As
commented by Edwin Seah in Food Industry Asia, “...anyone trying to do a Google search will
find a myriad of organisations, agencies, and governments involved in projects related to
tackling plastic and packaging waste. Unfortunately, it is the case of too many hands-on deck
and too little coordination, with focus and resources diluted, together with effort and impact”
(interview 11, 2019). Thus, as interventions are taking place in a “myriad of disparate ways”
(Vince and Hardesty, 2016, p. 1), and by broad range of actors, the lack of coordination and
coherent action can pose risks to the successful implementation. For example, there is an
absence in global standards on plastic waste mitigation measure, as well as for the industries on
matters related to environmental quality and controls (UNEP, 2017a, p. 12-13).
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In short, the ability to reduce or prevent MPL and tackle its consequences, varies profoundly
worldwide and is dependent on a variety of factors. The improvement of waste management
systems, particularly in developing countries, is a key priority in combatting MPL.
Strengthening legislation at the national level, and technological solutions are also critical
issues. Finance and resource mobilisation are inherently linked to capacity building.

6. 3 UNEP’s leadership efforts
This section provides an analysis of UNEP’s leadership role in the implementation building on
MPL, notably by focusing on capacity building. The analysis is structured around the leadership
types and seeks to answer three sub-questions. It will assess whether any of the specific types
of leadership applies to UNEP’s effort in combating MPL, explore whether UNEP has been the
most important or among the most important international actors on this issue, and finally,
investigate whether UNEP’s efforts have shown results or not.
As discussed in chapter 4, UNEP has shown intellectual leadership in the knowledge building
on MPL, through assessments, science-policy interface, and knowledge collaborations. These
efforts are also relevant in the governance task of capacity building, including the use of best
practice examples and solutions. However, as chapter 4 covers these activities, it is not repeated
here.

Entrepreneurial leadership
The entrepreneurial leadership strategies described in chapter 5, particularly UNEP’s efforts to
‘mobilise for action’ and mediate global frameworks, could also be seen as relevant to capacity
building. These will not be repeated here. However, as identified in the theoretical chapter
(chapter 2), the development of i) partnership-building could be seen as a strategy of
entrepreneurial leadership and it is thus included in the analysis.

i)

Partnership-building

Public-private partnerships are found across the scope of global environmental governance
(Andonova, 2010, p. 25-26). UNEP adopted in 2009 the Policy on Partnerships and Guidelines
for Implementation, which was its first policy document on such initiatives (Andonova, 2017,
p. 121). Benefitting from a high level of flexibility, partnerships are viewed as key for
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implementation at different levels and to leverage greater impact than what would be achievable
without (UNEP, 2015a, p. 1-4). Since the topic of MPL intersects with numerous thematical
issues, several partnerships are also of relevance.
The necessity to work across different stakeholder groups is particularly highlighted in the case
of MPL, as there is a need for multi-sectoral cooperation, especially with industries (Ellen
MacArthur Foundation, 2016; Nilsen et al., 2019; UNEP, 2014b). Commenting on the use of
partnerships, Linda Finska, Ph.D. Research Fellow at Norwegian Centre for the Law of the Sea
(NCLOS)/The Arctic University of Norway(UiT) points out that “it is a valuable tool to try to
reconcile the environmental issues and private sector interests in a new, innovative ways”
(interview 15, 2019).
The UNEP-led Global Partnership on Marine Litter (GPML) is the most substantial example of
a global partnership on MPL and has been one of UNEP’s core efforts on the issue (Vince and
Hardesty, 2016 and 2018). Established by the GPA in 2012, it is possible to find references to
GPML in several knowledge products, on the UNEP website and in the UNEA resolutions.
With a broad set of activities, much of GPML’s efforts are aimed at finding and implementing
solutions (GPML, 2019a). The GPML has been an important meeting place to convene
stakeholders on several relevant questions to MPL – including IMO (IMO, 2018) and FAO (UN
SDGs Partnerships Platform, 2019b). However, in terms of materialising projects, it has been
rather slow. As commented by Peter Kershaw, Chair of GESAMP (2012-2019):
I think there’s a bit of a disconnect between the aspiration of the GPML and the fact
that it’s now referred to in quite a few key documents, such as the G20 and UNEA
resolutions. It worries me is that you refer to it and then tick off – ‘that’s alright, it’s
going to happen’ (interview 7, 2019).
He went on to explain that the progress in the initiation and implementation of the GPML had
been slower than anticipated, but that the pace had increased during the last couple of years
(interview 7, 2019). One example of the slow progress is the time gap between the
establishment of the partnership in 2012, and the decision on its steering framework document
in 2018 by the GPML Steering Committee (UNEP, 2018o). Furthermore, the resources of the
GPML are limited due to a lack of independent budget from the GPA. The GPML indeed relies
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on funding from its members and donors (UNEP, 2018o). Reflecting on this, Karen
Raubenheimer notes “I think that it needs to be strengthened, and everyone wants it to be
strengthened” (interview 6, 2019). Such sentiments are also echoed in UNEA resolutions on
MPL, most notably the UNEA 3/7 (UNEA, 2017b).
However, some of the GPML activities have been very visible and successful. For example, the
webinars and massive open online courses (MOOC) to facilitate the uptake of knowledge and
to spread relevant information about MPL to broader audiences. Organised by the GPML and
the Open University of the Netherlands, the first MOOC on Marine Litter was arranged in 2015
with 6500 registered participants, and a second MOOC was available in 2017 (UN SDGs
Partnerships Platform, 2019b). Such strategies to popularise content could suggest
entrepreneurial leadership (Young, 1991, p. 294).
The development of the regional GPML nodes during the last couple of years are also worth
mentioning. In collaborations with the Regional Seas Programmes and Regional Fisheries
Organisations, the regional nodes attempt more ‘on the ground’ implementation, with
information and recommendations (based on socio-economic contexts) on a regional basis
(GPML, 2019b). These are put in place in the Northwest Pacific Action Plan, the Secretariat of
the Pacific Regional Environment Programme, the Caribbean Environment Programme in
collaboration with the Gulf and Caribbean Fisheries Institute, as well as the Mediterranean
Action Plan, and the South Asia Co-operative Environment Programme (GPML, 2019b). The
regional nodes could potentially be viewed as novel collaborations, designed to overcome some
of the challenges of implementation by taking the topic to a regional level. However, on an
overarching level, the progress of the regional nodes is still to be discovered, and not yet clearly
communicated on relevant websites (e.g. GPML, 2019b).
There are also other UNEP-initiated partnerships relevant to MPL, and new ones are currently
in development. The Global Partnership on Waste Management was established already in
2010, with the International Environmental Technology Centre serving as its secretariat
(UNEP, 2016a, p. 127-129). While the Global Partnership on Waste Management has focused
on marine litter and microplastics in the past (Ashton, 2014), it is less relevant than the activity
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that has occurred in the context of the GPML7. During the COPs of the BRS Conventions in
2019, the Partnership on Plastic Waste was established, with the aim to focus on the
environmentally sound management of plastic waste at global, regional, and national level
(BRS Secretariat, 2019b). As commented by Kei Ohno Woodall from the BRS Secretariat
“…the GPML will continue to focus on marine litter, microplastics and the marine
environment, whereas the Plastic Waste Partnership under the Basel Convention focuses on
plastic waste and waste management, taking into account the entire life cycle of plastics”
(interview 12, 2019). At UNEA 4, resolution 4/7 (paragraph 3) mandated the strengthening of
the coordination and cooperation by “establishing a multi-stakeholder platform within UNEP”,
which would also serve as a forum for actors and for a long list of relevant service functions
(UNEP, 2019c, p. 3).
Reflecting on the increase of the partnerships, Karen Raubenheimer notes “…everyone is trying
to find where the gap is, what’s our angle that has not been covered. It’s becoming so difficult
to even work out who’s doing what because there’s just so much being done in different
directions” (interview 6, 2019). Thus, while these partnerships are central tools for the
implementation of activities, the rise of new ones also increases the potential of duplication of
work. Eirik Lindebjerg from WWF Norway comments “I think that there is a danger that all the
attention on the problem is being translated into these kinds of voluntary initiatives without a
clear direction, and that it is all eaten up by that” (interview 3, 2019). Others have made similar
reflections. Ieva Rucevska, Project Manager in GRID-Arendal points out “…the partnerships
in the existing structures, they are very soft instruments - they are not in place to set any targets”
(interview 1, 2019). The partnerships could hence turn out to become comfortable excuses
against stronger action and commitments.
To summarise the analysis of entrepreneurial leadership, the UNEP-led GPML initiative
has convened various stakeholders, attempted to spread information about MPL, and to develop
innovative solutions to combat MPL. This example could fit within the scope of entrepreneurial
leadership.

7

There is little evidence of the Global Partnership on Waste Management participating directly in capacity
building on plastic waste online. By google ‘GPWM UNEP’ or ‘Global Partnership on Waste Management’,
there are few search results that particularly refer to plastic waste and capacity building. It was also not
mentioned in the interviews.
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Structural leadership
Material resources and political power are the foundations of structural leadership. With these
capacities an actor can influence others to follow, by increasing costs or incentives (Gupta and
Ringius, 2001, p. 282; Saul and Seidel, 2011, p. 907; Young, 1991, p. 288-289). Capacity
building requires some transfer of resources (Stokke, 2011, p. 149). The structural leadership
type could be of relevance. If UNEP has taken on a structural leadership role in the context of
capacity building, there should be signs of UNEP funding recipient actors, while this support
also contains conditionalities. As identified in the theoretical chapter (chapter 2), the most
central strategies of structural leadership to this study are: i) financial project support, and ii)
regional presence.

i)

Financial project support

Historically, UNEP’s ability to deliver on capacity building has been raised as one of the weak
points of the organisation (Urho et al., 2019, p. 55). UNEP’s role has been, and still is, less
operational than that of other international organisations - for instance, such as UNDP and FAO
(Biermann, 2014, p. 115; Tarasofsky, 2002, p. 8). There are of course multiple examples of
UNEP assisting countries to address the challenges of environmental issues and to meet
countries’ commitments in accordance with MEAs, either alone or with support of the Global
Environmental Facility (GEF) and the Global Climate Fund (GCF) (UNEP, 2019b, p. 9). For
instance, by taking a look at the UN Environment Open Data or GEF projects portal (per 28
August 2019), several pages of projects appear when searching for the words ‘climate change’
or ‘biodiversity’ (UNEP Open Data, 2019a; GEF, 2019b). However, by searching on the same
portals for the words ‘marine litter’, ‘marine debris’, or ‘microplastic’, no projects are listed,
and only one project appears when entering the search word ‘plastics’ (UNEP Open Data,
2019b). This is a GEF project, titled ‘Addressing Marine Plastics – a systematic approach’, with
a budget of 2 million USD between 2017 to 2019 and with UNEP as the implementing agency
(UNEP Open Data, 2019c; GEF, 2019a).
This suggests that while resources are increasingly being mobilised to combat MPL, fewer are
yet channelled through UNEP for direct project support (e.g. pilot projects or infrastructure
building projects). However, it could be the case that some of the projects potentially will be
registered, or that the activities are of another form or directed at another level (e.g. the global
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assessments or monitoring). For instance, with regards to the Japanese contribution, UNEP will
lead a project on plastic leakage simulation model and monitoring in Southeast Asia and India
(UNEP, 2019n). This and other examples (e.g. UNEP, 2018n), indicate that UNEP is engaged
in projects financed by donors. Commenting on UNEP’s role in capacity building related to
MPL across the world, Chris Corbyn from CEP points out that “I see the capacity in two areas;
one being more on the soft side, enabling governments to put in place policies and regulations,
- and on some issues, it’s facilitating technology transfer” (interview 14, 2019). However, this
also draws attention to the fact that UNEP is seen to have fewer material resources than other
international actors such as the WB, GEF and the UNDP (Ivanova, 2009, p. 159).
While UNEP in total operates with a budget of several hundred million U.S. dollars per
biennium (UNEP, 2019b), these funds are not all flexible. UNEP’s financial resources can be
categorised in the following. First, the Regular budget covers the Governing Bodies of UNEP,
coordination and cooperation within the UN system, and relevant scientific and professional
communities around the world. Second, the Environment Fund provides the funding basis for
delivering on the approved programme of work. It is referred to as the core of UNEP’s work
worldwide – including the implementation of UNEP’s sub-programs, keeping the environment
under review, identifying new emerging issues, awareness-raising, capacity building and
technological transfer, the UNEAs, as well as the work with science-policy platforms (UNEP,
2019o). The Environment Fund is 95 % voluntarily funded by member states. Third, the
Earmarked contributions are used to expand and replicate areas of UNEP’s core work in more
countries and with more partners (UNEP, 2019o). These contributions come from a
combination of other international institutions or member states (UNEP, 2019p).
Most of the financial resources go to the Earmarked contributions, thus without much flexibility
and deciding power for UNEP. For example, for the biennium 2018/2019, 81% of the funding
went to Earmarked resources, 4, 5% to the Regular Budget, and 14, 5 % to the Environment
Fund (UNEP, 2019p). The major dependency on voluntary contributions and unstable funding
of the Environment Fund is a challenge for UNEP, particularly with regards to strategic
planning and implementation of UNEP’s programme of work (Ivanova, 2010, p. 49). Often
seen as one of the key reasons for UNEP not being sufficiently equipped for dealing with
environmental issues (Bierman, Davies and Grijp, 2009, p. 352; Urho et al., 2019, p. 55), several
UNGA resolutions have urged “donors to increase voluntary funding” (e.g. UNGA, 2012b, p.
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4). On some instances the Environment Fund has received between half and two-thirds of the
approved biennium budget (UNEP, 2019b, p. 4-5). Not only does this make it hard for UNEP
to carry out its planned activities, but long-term planning in itself also becomes challenging
(Ivanova, 2010, p.49). It limits UNEP’s flexibility to decide over its finances, and rather
provides individual donors with the opportunity to set the priorities (Andresen, 2007, p. 464).
Thus, there is still very few examples of UNEP supporting projects ‘on the ground’ for capacity
building activities to combat MPL. Moreover, with the high dependency of voluntary
contributions for the Environment Fund and as the majority of UNEP’s total budget goes
towards Earmarked contributions, UNEP lacks the financial capacity and flexibility necessary
for structural leadership.

ii)

Regional presence

The global reach of UNEP demonstrates another dimension on political and financial power,
which is interesting to investigate in the context of structural leadership. Currently, UNEP has
6 regional offices (Africa (Nairobi); Asia and the Pacific (Bangkok); West Asia (Manama);
Europe (Geneva); Latin America and the Caribbean (Panama City); North America
(Washington, D.C.)). UNEP also has sub-regional, country, liaison and programme offices
(UNEP, 2019b, p. 12). The regional presence serves multiple purposes – it is a way for UNEP
to stay updated on the issues of a region, and to be able to provide the best possible support and
tailor content to the regional level (UNEP, 2016b, p. 51). Within each region, UNEP’s
programme of work, collaborations, and partnerships are coordinated through the regional
presence (UNEP, 2019b, p. 12), which also includes its capacity building activities.
The UNEP’s Regional Seas Programmes and Action Plans are worth mentioning in the context
of MPL. Often referred to as the regional implementers of the GPA’s work, they have a role in
the regional governance of marine issues. As commented by Ingrid Giskes from the Global
Ghost Gear Initiative “I think through UNEP’s Seas Regional Programmes, they [UNEP] have
quite some boots on the ground” (interview 5, 2019). With the Regional Seas Programme and
the GPA, UNEP’s work has highlighted the integration of ecosystems approaches to coastal
and marine management (UNEP, 2019b, p. 10), including the issue of MPL. Heidi
Savelli, Programme Office for marine litter within UNEP, points out “…the Regional
Conventions and Action Plans are really important and do a lot of good work in relation to e.g.,
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marine litter. UNEP is supporting coordination efforts between all of the 18, and some of them
are administered by UNEP” (interview 13, 2019). Several of the Regional Seas Programmes
and Action Plans have established specific action plans or strategies to address MPL at national
and subnational levels, which has resulted in increased activity on this matter (UNEP, 2019b,
p. 10). In total, 11 regional action plans with marine litter exists, four are under development,
and one regional assessment is under development, which will inform a regional action plan
(interview 13, 2019).
However, because the Regional Seas Programmes have been established at different times and
developed differently, their capacity to deliver on their role as regional implementers are mixed
(UNEP, 2016g, p. 2-3, 23-27). The funding sources of the Regional Seas Programmes mainly
comes from domestic public sectors, international grants and polluter and user pay schemes,
thus resulting in some clear funding gaps in certain regions (UNEP, 2006b, p. 1-3). Karen
Raubenheimer at University in Wollongong notes that “..some have a lot of funding, they have
big teams - they can even employ a project manager just to work on marine litter, whereas
others are two people, or where it’s just one doing all the work” (Interview 6, 2019). Similar
observations have been made for several of the regions (Rochette et al., 2015, p. 13). Thus, the
lack of capacity and resources hamper some of the secretariats of the Regional Seas
Programmes in effectively dealing with MPL. Moreover, these factors also render it unlikely
that the Regional Seas Programmes could play a role in exercising structural leadership. From
the data gathering process (especially the conducted interviews), there is no information to
support that UNEP has exercised structural leadership. Reflecting on the theoretical potential
for the UNEP Regional Seas Programmes to utilise structural leadership strategies, Chris
Corbyn at CEP provides an example:
Let’s say that I’m developing a project that is looking at wastewater management and
it’s being funded by the GEF. In principle, the main criterion is that the government has
to be eligible for GEF funding, but could we include criteria so that project funds are
provided to countries who are committed to meeting their obligations under our Protocol
on Pollution? So, the activities that we design under this targeted support, would support
the government’s ability to meet implement real solutions to plastic and other forms of
pollution under this regional agreement (interview 14, 2019).
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The regional centres of the Basel Convention are also relevant to the regional focus of
capacity building activities on MPL. The Basel Convention has a network of 14 autonomous
Regional and Coordinating Centres for Capacity Building and Technology Transfer (BCRCs)
around the world. Established through a framework agreement between the host government
/institution and the Secretariat on behalf of the Conference of the Parties, these operate under
the authority of the Convention’s COP (BRS Secretariat, 2019c). The centres have a primary
focus on capacity building and technology transfer, particularly on training and technology
transfer of hazardous waste and other wastes management, and minimisation of waste
generation. Since the BCRCs were encouraged to work on plastic waste, MPL and prevention,
and environmentally sound management (e.g. decision BC-13/11 (UNEP, 2017f), there are
already much reported activity. For example, at the Open-Ended Working Group (OEWG) for
2018-2019 under the Basel Convention, the BCRCs reported on several ongoing activities
relevant for MPL (UNEP, 2018p). However, as pointed out by Ieva Rucevska from GRIDArendal, while the BCRCs support the objectives of the Basel Convention, they are quite
independent (interview 1, 2019). Moreover, the centres role differs upon several factors: “the
regional centres are project-based centres, so their activity depends on their own generation of
project. If one centre is more active, it can generate more projects than a less active centre”
(interview 1, 2019). Thus, the activities are chiefly based upon the centres ability to attract
relevant projects and funding, and similar to the other example, it seems less likely that these
centres can be used to exercise structural leadership.
Thus, a strong regional presence could be viewed as avenue for exercising structural leadership
within capacity building. However, there seems to be little indication that this is of relevance
with regards to UNEP’s regional MPL activities.
To summarise the analysis of structural leadership, by investigating UNEP in light of the
strategies: i) financial project support, and ii) regional presence, there is little evidence to
support any claim of structural leadership. UNEP lacks the financial capacity and flexibility
necessary to exercise structural leadership, and is broadly dependent on its member states to
provide the financial capacities.
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6.4 Summary: UNEP’s efforts in implementation
building
Chapter 6 has provided an examination of implementation building, notably capacity building.
By giving a brief overview of the current status of capacity building on MPL, it is clear that
capacity building can refer to several key components – such as waste management and
infrastructure, institutional capacity and technology. Three sub-questions were introduced in
the beginning of the chapter: i) type(s) of leadership by UNEP, ii) UNEP’s importance
compared to other international actors, and finally, iii) whether UNEP’s contribution has
provided results.
As for the first question, this chapter has particularly emphasised structural leadership, and to
a lesser extent entrepreneurial leadership. There are very few indications of UNEP being
capable of exercising structural leadership. When looking at UNEP’s financial project support,
it also becomes clear that UNEP has a limited ability to support such activities without the help
of donor countries. UNEP’s Environment Fund is highly dependent on voluntary contributions
from the member states and the majority of UNEP’s total budget goes towards earmarked
contributions, thus it impedes UNEP’s financial capacity and flexibility. Moreover, when
investigating UNEP’s regional presence, particularly the Regional Seas Programmes and the
BCRCs, it also becomes clear that these mechanisms are not avenues for structural leadership.
Thus, no conditions or evidence seems to be in place for structural leadership.
With regards to entrepreneurial leadership, the example of partnership building could also
support UNEP’s claim to entrepreneurial leadership. Moreover, while not covered in this
chapter, some of the activities of intellectual leadership on knowledge building and
entrepreneurial leadership on norm building, (explained in the previous chapters), are also
relevant to implementation building.
As for the second question, about UNEP’s role compared to other international actors, it is
clear that capacity building has historically not been UNEP’s strength (Biermann, 2014, p. 115).
Other IGOs, like UNDP and FAO, as well as other international actors, such as the World Bank
and the GEF, have traditionally shown more ability to implement capacity building activities.
There are no indications of this being very different in the case of MPL, as this thesis has shown.
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The analysis has shown that UNEP holds a focus on ‘softer’ forms of capacity building, for
example by developing action plans on MPL in the context of the Regional Conventions and
Action Plans. The BCRCs have also reported on an increased implementation of MPL related
activities. Moreover, through partnerships, most notably the UNEP-led GPML initiative, UNEP
has attempted to spread information about MPL and provided a platform for developing
solutions to combat MPL.
As for the third question on whether UNEP’s contribution has provided results, the
observations above also suggest that there are a few results of UNEP’s contribution, but
substantially less than in the two previous chapters. Thus, countries ability to prevent and reduce
MPL, as well as its consequences, still varies deeply. As a general reflection, it should also be
highlighted that capacity building activities addressing MPL constitutes a relatively new focus
area, in which the landscape of actors and interventions are evolving quickly.
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Chapter 7 Conclusion
Marine plastic litter (MPL) is one of the most pressing environmental issues of today. As a
transboundary environmental problem, it requires international cooperation and coordination.
Presently no overarching framework is in place at the global level in order to combat MPL from
land-based and sea-based sources, although global MEAs, instruments and initiatives with
relevance to parts of the issue exist. In the context of this global governance, this master thesis
has particularly looked at the role of United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP). As
the core UN organisation for environmental matters and inherently set up to provide guidance
on global environmental problems, UNEP often play an essential role in bringing emerging
environmental issues to the global agenda. The thesis is thus aimed at answering the research
question: has UNEP shown significant leadership in strengthening the global governance
on MPL, and if so, what is the extent of its efforts?
In the absence of a global framework on MPL, or rather because of it, we have witnessed an
upsurge in activities and responses to combat MPL at the global level. To investigate the global
governance on MPL, the thesis has investigated three governance tasks: knowledge building,
norm building and implementation building, with an emphasis on capacity building. Each of
the governance tasks were given a separate empirical chapter. Moreover, as MPL intersects
with many related issues, this thesis has particularly focused on two thematical clusters, namely
marine pollution and waste and chemicals. The time scope of this thesis has been loosely framed
from 2009 to the early fall of 2019. Some of the knowledge building activity from the mid2000s were also included, however, with regards to norm building and capacity building, the
emphasis has been on the last five years.
As little research has been conducted on key stakeholders, coalitions and political leadership of
MPL, the study has applied qualitative methods - notably semi-structured interviews and databased analysis – to offer ‘thick’ descriptions, detail-richness and imagery of the context and
processes. Through the data gathering and research process, the thesis has attempted to hold
high standards of consistency and transparency, in order to overcome some of the key
challenges of qualitative research and support the transferability of the findings.
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For the analysis, the thesis drew on international regime literature, which focuses on the role of
leadership in the formation stages of international regimes. The leadership concepts utilised for
the analysis are Young’s (1991) intellectual, entrepreneurial, and structural leadership. The
three leadership types were utilised to deliver more concrete analytical discussions and offered
important analytical perspectives when investigating the governance tasks. To support the
analysis, a set of sub-questions were introduced and utilised in the empirical chapters: what
type(s) of leadership has UNEP exercised?, ii) has UNEP been the most important contributor
or one of the most important contributors among the international actors?, and iii) has UNEP’s
contribution provided results?
In the governance task knowledge building, UNEP has played an important role in exercising
intellectual leadership, especially by providing assessments and reports, science-policy
interface efforts, and knowledge collaborations. It has produced several vital global assessments
on MPL, and contributed to science-policy interface on the topic with reports and other relevant
tools. Indeed, UNEP is most effective when it collaborates with its partners and acts as a
convening platform for different initiatives. Based on these efforts, this thesis finds that UNEP
has been one of the most important contributors to global knowledge building of MPL.
However, while UNEP has played a role in the broader knowledge building on the issue of
MPL, it is impossible to measure the exact impact of this.
In the governance task norm building, the thesis also found that UNEP has shown leadership.
It has taken on a vital role in mobilising for action through awareness-raising and agenda setting
large scale campaigns, as described in the entrepreneurial leadership type. Since the first UNEA
(in 2014), UNEP has also provided a home for deliberations on the UNEA resolutions MPL,
hence representing the globally shared ambitions on the matter. While the resolutions up until
the fourth UNEA meeting (in 2019) showed an increasing level of ambition, this meeting
showcased the inherent existing challenges in finding common ground between the member
states. Moreover, with the amendment of the annex to the Basel Convention (in 2019), also
under UNEP’s auspices, significant steps have been taken to strengthen global regulations on
plastic waste. These findings suggest that UNEP has attempted to exercise entrepreneurial
leadership by ‘mobilising for action’ and mediating global responses. As UNEP has been the
coordinating actor for two norm building processes, it is safe to say that it has been one of the
most important contributors among international actors. Lastly, while it proves difficult to
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predict what would have occurred in the absence of UNEP, the efforts to strengthen global
normative frameworks on MPL have been partly successful. The results of UNEP’s efforts
include the MPL communications campaigns, the UNEA resolutions, and the amendment to
the annex of the Basel Convention.
In the governance task implementation building, the thesis focused particularly on capacity
building, as this is the most relevant in the case of UNEP on MPL. Firstly, since capacity
building is based on insights and efforts of knowledge building and norm building (described
in chapters 4 and 5), intellectual leadership and entrepreneurial leadership could also be seen
as relevant in the context of capacity building. Moreover, the analysis highlighted partnership
building as an additional indication of entrepreneurial leadership. Nevertheless, the analysis
mainly emphasised structural leadership activities, and thus investigated the indications and
conditions of UNEP exercising structural leadership. Given that capacity building activities
often require a higher degree of financing, e.g., related to waste management and infrastructure,
institutional capacity and technology transfer, fewer examples of UNEP taking on such a role
on its own or providing financial project support exist. The high dependency on financial
contributions from states limits UNEP’s ability to support such activities without the help of
donor countries. Moreover, while UNEP has a regional presence and showed capacity building
efforts through its Regional Offices and the Regional Seas Programme and Action Plans, there
is little evidence of UNEP exercising structural leadership strategies. The findings also showed
that UNEP has not been able to take on a very substantial role in capacity building, compared
to other international actors. However, as it has kept a focus on ‘softer’ forms of capacity
building, these are also relevant contributions. For example, activities in the context of the
Regional Conventions and Action Plans, the Global Partnership on Marine Litter (GPML) and
the Basel Convention’s Regional and Coordinating Centres for Capacity Building and
Technology Transfer (BCRCs).
In light of these findings, and in order to provide some final remarks on the research
question, the thesis concludes that UNEP has shown significant leadership in strengthening the
global governance on MPL. Regarding the extent of its efforts, UNEP has made a substantial
contribution to knowledge building and norm building, and to a lesser extent on implementation
building, in the form of capacity building. By looking into the potential type(s) of leadership
exercised by UNEP, it is clear that UNEP has shown signs of intellectual and entrepreneurial
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leadership strategies. Compared to other relevant international actors, first and foremost IGOs,
UNEP has played a central role in a diverse set of activities. Finally, as for the results of UNEP’s
contribution, these are visible across the spectre of governance tasks and related activities. Not
only has UNEP’s activities led to concrete results, but also perhaps have they led to increased
activities by other actors. However, in all three governance tasks, coordination was found to be
a persistent issue and an area in which UNEP seems to only have limited capacity to improve.
he results of this master thesis thus fall in line with many of the previous research findings on
UNEP, namely that UNEP has a leadership role when it comes to assessing the environmental
state of the world, catalysing for action and moderating solutions, but proves less strong when
it comes to coordination efforts, particularly with regards to implementation of solutions and
capacity building on the ground.
Regarding the thesis’ research strategy and design, it is also imaginable that some choices could
have been done differently. The thesis could for example have solely focused on a particular
part of UNEP, such as the Geneva-office and its activities, the regional offices around the world,
or one global process, such as the UNEA-track or the Basel Convention negotiations. By doing
so, this master thesis would have been able to narrow its scope, and would perhaps have offered
more in-depth findings. However, as the main interest was the overall role of UNEP and the
global governance developments on MPL, the thesis has focused on several governance tasks
within the two thematical areas marine pollution and waste and chemicals. The study focused
on the concept of leadership and utilised three leadership types as analytical frames for
investigating the role of UNEP. The separation between intellectual, entrepreneurial and
structural leadership provided an opportunity to investigate different but interconnected aspects
of UNEP’s efforts. However, the close connectivity between these leadership types, particularly
intellectual leadership and entrepreneurial leadership, in some instances, also could hamper a
clear conceptual distinction. Moreover, if new developments were to take place within the
context of the UNEAs in the future, more research on international regime formation would
undoubtedly be of interest.
This master thesis has attempted to shed light on UNEP’s leadership on an emerging topic of
global environmental politics. Due to the novelty of the topic, particularly in political science
research, this thesis can be seen as a small contribution to the fast-growing literature on MPL.
The thesis has also intended to add more nuances of the leadership concept within the
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international regime literature and on the role of IGOs in global environmental governance.
Thus, it could potentially have some transferable value to other studies. The fact that UNEP can
be viewed as a typical IGO, and that MPL can be viewed as a typical global environmental
problem, also strengthens the transferability of the thesis’ findings. The thesis could hence
provide some inferential generalisation and will hopefully be of relevance to other studies on
the role of IGOs in the global governance of environmental issues. Moreover, the findings could
also be relevant with regards to theoretical generalisation to the study of IGOs.
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Annex 1: Overview of interviews
List of interviewees that have participated for this master thesis.
Interview

Name

Position and Organisation

1

Ieva Rucevska

Project Manager, Environmental Crime and Transboundary
Waters, GRID-Arendal

2

Kristal Ambrose

Founder and Director, the Bahamas Plastic Movement

3

Eirik Lindebjerg

Global Plastics Policy Manager, World Wildlife Fund (WWF)
Norway

4

Malin Jacob

Sector Manager, SALT Lofoten AS

5

Ingrid Giskes

Director, Global Ghost Gear Initiative (GGGI)

6

Karen
Raubenheimer

Postdoctoral Research Fellow, Australian National Centre for
Ocean Resources and Security (ANCORS), University of
Wollongong

7

Peter Kershaw

Chair of the Joint Group of Experts on the Scientific Aspects of
Marine Environmental Protection (GESAMP), 2012-2019

8

David Azoulay

Managing Attorney and Director, Environmental Health
Programme, Centre of International Environmental Law

9

Niko Urho

Senior Fellow, the Centre for Governance and Sustainability at the
University of Massachusetts Boston

10

Anonymous

Government official

11

Edwin Seah

Head of Sustainability and Communications, Food Industry Asia

12

Kei Ohno
Woodall

Programme Officer, Basel Rotterdam and Stockholm Conventions
(BRS) Secretariat

13

Heidi Savelli

Programme Office for Marine Litter, the United Nations
Environmental Programme (UNEP)

14

Chris Corbin

Programme Officer, Pollution and Communications SubProgrammes, Caribbean Environment Programme (CEP), UNEP

15

Linda Finska

PhD Research Fellow, Norwegian Centre for the Law of the Sea
(NCLOS)/The Arctic University of Norway (UiT).

16

Ingeborg Aase
Mork-Knutsen

Senior Adviser, Norwegian Ministry of Climate and Environment
(MoCE). *No direct quotes in text.

17

Jorge LagunaCelis

Director, Governance Affairs Office/ Secretariat of Governing
Bodies, UNEP

18

Marta Ruiz

Associate Professional Secretary and Marine litter Expert,
HELCOM Secretariat - Baltic Marine Environment Protection
Commission
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Annex 2: Interview Guide
Interview guide for Master thesis project: ‘Strengthening the global governance on
marine plastic litter – UNEP’s leadership and performance’.
Semi-structured interview guide. The following provides an overview of the questions that may
be covered in the interview.
Part 1) Introductory questions
0. What is your field of work? What is your position?
1. In your opinion, how has the marine plastic litter issue evolved since you first became aware
of it?
2. In your opinion, what is the role of UNEP when it comes to tackling global environmental
problems?
Part 2) Key questions
Global governance on marine plastic litter
3. What do you consider as the main challenges to making progress for tackling marine plastic
litter today?
4. In your opinion, how important are the actions of UN institutions compared to other actors
(e.g. states, businesses, civil society)?
UNEP on marine plastic litter
5. In your opinion, what are the most relevant tools that UNEP could make use of for making
advances on marine plastic litter/plastic waste issues? What is your opinion on UNEP’s
efforts to date?
6. In your view, what is the importance of UNEA with regards to this topic?
7. In your opinion, what efforts of other UN institutions (e.g. FAO and IMO) are of
importance?
Thematic area: marine pollution
8. What is your opinion on marine pollution-related instruments under UNEP? Have they been
successful or not, and why? What are the potentials and challenges?
9. How do you evaluate UNEP’s Regional Seas Programme? Have this been successful or not,
and why? What are the potentials and challenges?
Thematic area: waste & chemicals
10. How do you view (plastic) waste and chemicals instruments under UNEP? Have these
efforts been successful or not, and why? What are the potentials and challenges?
11. What is your opinion on the inclusion of marine plastic litter as a topic in global frameworks
on (plastic) waste and chemicals?
Concept of leadership: through knowledge and information building
12. In your opinion, how has UNEP contributed to the knowledge-building on marine plastic
litter and plastic waste?
13. How do you consider UNEP’s collaboration with (or inclusion of) scientific communities?
Concept of leadership: through mediation, facilitation and innovation
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14. In your opinion, how has UNEP contributed to our current awareness of marine plastic litter
and plastic waste?
15. Has UNEP been active in finding policy options and building coalitions/partnerships to
overcome difficult barriers on marine plastic litter and plastic waste?
16. In your view, is UNEP well-placed to have a good overview over the many relevant
stakeholders and their preferences?
Concept of leadership: through material resources
17. In your opinion, does UNEP have material resources (e.g. finances, technology, etc.) that
can be utilised to incentive other actors?
Part 3) Closing questions
18. Several actors are calling for global agreements and increased measures to help solve the
global marine plastic problem. Do you have any thoughts on this?
19. Are there any factors or issues that you would like to bring forward, that we have not
discussed already?
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Annex 3: Interview information note
Information note – request to participate in master thesis research
With this information note, I ask for your contribution to the master thesis project
`Strengthening the global governance on marine plastic litter – UNEP’s leadership and
performance´, by Kari Synnøve Johansen, currently undertaking an MA in Political Science at
the University of Oslo, Norway.
Below you will find information about the research scope, the purpose of your contribution,
and your rights as a participant.
Purpose of your contribution: Marine plastic litter has grown to become one of the most
pressing global environmental problems of today. Characterised as a transboundary and
complex environmental problem, international cooperation and cross-boundary solutions are
required. This master thesis focuses on the strengthening of the global governance on marine
plastic litter, and especially on the extent and success of UNEP’s leadership role. The
preliminary research question is: What are the circumstances and capacities enabling and
limiting UNEP in taking a leadership role in strengthening the global governance on marine
plastic litter? By investigating two thematic areas (marine pollution, and waste and chemicals),
this master thesis particularly draws on international regime theory to explore the leadership
roles exhibited by UNEP. As such, several types of leadership are relevant, such as: i) cognitive
and knowledge-based leadership, ii) leadership in the form of facilitation and innovation of
solutions, partnerships and coalitions, as well as iii) leadership by means of threats and offers
through material resources.
Why are you asked to contribute? I wish to interview people from the UN system, civil
society, academia, public and private sector, relevant for the subject of marine plastic litter. I
believe I could learn more from you on this subject, and therefore, I would like to invite you to
contribute to my research. The participation in the interview is completely voluntary. Once you
agree to contribute, you are kindly requested to sign the consent form (see below).
What does it entail to contribute? I kindly ask you to participate in a semi-structured
interview, either in person or over Skype/telephone. Interviews will be conducted by myself.
The content and scope of the interview is described through the interview guide. The length of
the interview is based on your availability, while I foresee a time frame between 45 and 90
minutes. The interviews will ideally be conducted with audio recording, but if you wish, we
can also have the interview without recording. In the last instance, notes will be taken in order
to capture the essence of our conversation. All interviews will be transcribed by myself to
written format and will be electronically stored on the university and my personal computer
during the research process. Most of the questions are not of a personal nature. Please take
particular note of the introductory questions - related to your field of work and position. This,
and your name and email address, is information of a more personal character. If you wish, you
can also contribute anonymously.
How will your personal data be stored and used?
Should you decide to participate in the interview, your information will be utilised for the sole
research purpose described above. Data from the interview will be treated confidentially, and
in accordance with the regulations from the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) and
EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).
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You will get the opportunity to approve (and correct) all of your quotes that I use in the master
thesis.
Should you contribute anonymously, extra measures will be taken by myself to ensure that all
information that could identify you in any way is removed. This could include: no audio
recording, and codifying your name as well as other key information.
The master thesis will be submitted in the fall of 2019. After the master thesis has been
evaluated in the spring of 2020, all data will be anonymised.
What are your Personal Privacy Rights?
As an interviewee respondent, you have a broad set of rights pertaining to how any of your
personal information (i.e. information that in any way or form can identify you) is stored and
used during my research project. So long as you can be identified in the collected data, you
have the right to:
• Access the personal data that is being processed about you;
• Request that your personal data is deleted;
• Request that incorrect personal data about you is corrected/rectified;
• Receive a copy of your personal data (data portability); and
• Send a complaint to the Data Protection Officer or The Norwegian Data Protection
Authority regarding the processing of your personal data.
Should you agree to contributing, the consent form (see below) will have to be signed. Please
note that even after signing the consent form, you can still withdraw from the research project
at any time.
Why can I handle your personal information?
The treatment of your personal information is based on your consent in the consent form.
To get more information
For more information about the full extent of your rights, please follow the link below:
https://www.uio.no/english/studies/examinations/privacy-protection/index.html
Should you require more information about the research project, or wish to make use of your
rights, please contact:
• Olav Schram Stokke, Professor at the Department of Political Science, University of
Oslo, by email: o.s.stokke@stv.uio.no or phone: 0047 22 84 59 64.
• Maren Magnus Voll, Data Protection Officer at the University of Oslo, by email:
personvernombud@uio.no.
• NSD by email: personverntjenester@nsd.no or phone: 0047 55 58 21 17.
Best wishes,
___________________
Kari Synnøve Johansen
Student,
Department of Political Science, University of Oslo
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----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------Consent form
I have received and understood the information about the master thesis project `Strengthening
the global governance on marine plastic litter – UNEP’s leadership and performance´, and I
have had the opportunity to ask questions. I consent to:
¨ Contribute to an interview.
¨ That identifiable information about myself is published through this master thesis.
¨ That identifiable information about myself is electronically stored to the end of this
master thesis project.
I consent to that my information and data can be treated until after the master thesis is finished
and has been evaluated, in the spring of 2020.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------(Signed by participant, date)
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