
 

Recycling isn't enough - the world's plastic pollution
crisis is only getting worse

Plastic production and consumption has snowballed since large-scale production began in the 1950s. In 2020, an estimated
24 million to 34 million tonnes of plastic waste will enter the world's lakes, rivers and oceans. That is roughly the weight of
21,000 rail locomotives.

Plastic litters a beach in Indonesia. (GRID-Arendal/flickr), CC BY-NC-SA

And if trends continue without improvements in the way we manage plastic waste, we could be spewing as much as 90
million tonnes of plastic waste into the world’s waters by 2030. Already, an estimated 10,000 tonnes of plastic waste enter
the Great Lakes every year.

Back in 2015, the world agreed that eight million tonnes of plastic waste contaminating the ocean alone was unacceptable.
Several international platforms emerged to address the crisis, including Our Ocean, the UN Sustainable Development Goals
and the G7 Ocean Plastic Charter, among others.

These are ambitious commitments, but will they meaningfully reduce plastic pollution?

New research published in Science shows that even if governments around the world adhere to their global commitments to
address plastic pollution, and all others join in these efforts, in 2030 we will still emit between 20 million and 53 million tonnes
of plastic waste into the world’s aquatic ecosystems. Global commitments do not match the scale of the problem — we need
to rethink our strategy.

The myth of plastic recycling

Plastics are commonly tossed into mixed-recycling bins to be conveniently collected and — we incorrectly assume —
remade anew. The reality is that we’re “wishcycling.” In fact, less than 10% of plastics are recycled.

Virgin plastics are cheaper to produce than recycled products, undermining the viability of the recycling sector. For
example, in 2019, California’s largest recycling plant closed, laying off 750 employees, because of increased business
costs and falling prices for recycled materials.

The abundance of disposable plastic has led to waste colonialism — the dumping of large quantities of mixed-plastic waste
in developing countries, most commonly Southeast Asia.
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These practices are fuelled by policies that harken back to European colonisation of the Americas. They give companies
access to the raw materials used to make plastics today — oil and ethane gas — often without approval, and that directly
endanger the lives of Indigenous women.

Unequal health impacts

Across the globe, health problems associated with plastics production disproportionately affect lower-income Black,
Indigenous, people of colour (BIPOC) communities. That’s because the bulk of the petrochemical plants producing plastics
are located in communities of colour.

Thousands of toxic chemicals are used in plastics production and most are unregulated. Bisphenol A (BPA), banned from
many consumer plastics, has simply been replaced with other bisphenols such as BPS or BPF, even though they maybe as
hazardous to human health. Subsequently, plastics workers suffer high rates of respiratory and cardiovascular disease and
cancers.

It’s no coincidence that Louisiana, a hotbed for the petrochemical sector, is the epicentre of what is known as “Cancer
Alley”. Perhaps a more appropriate name would be “Cardiovascular-respiratory-illness-reproductive-disorder-cancer Alley”.
BIPOC communities have been overburdened with pollution for decades, and air pollution from petrochemical plants is a
leading cause of chronic respiratory illnesses contributing to greater risks of morbidity from diseases like Covid-19.

A refinery in Baton Rouge, La. (Jim Bowen/flickr), CC BY-SA

Globally, plastic waste treatment facilities (collection, sorting, processing, recycling, incineration facilities and landfill sites)
are frequently located in communities of colour, exacerbating negative health outcomes.

An estimated 15 million waste pickers worldwide pluck the most valuable pieces of plastic from mountains of imported waste
to make their living. Often the remaining plastic is burned, belching carbon-rich smoke into the atmosphere. Everyone
unfortunate enough to be in its plume inhales carcinogenic furans and dioxins. Plastics that aren’t burned or processed are
piled high or buried, contaminating previously arable soils and waterways.

What does genuine progress look like?

Progress requires us to address the structural inequality that encourages and normalises the waste of resources,
ecological destruction and the perpetuation of colonial systems.

https://www.rigzone.com/news/is_the_us_shale_boom_really_slowing_down-13-jan-2020-160783-article/
https://doi.org/10.1177%252F0306396813497877
https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/pipelines-man-camps-murdered-indigenous-women-canada-200412064302356.html
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/pdfplus/10.1089/env.2020.0021
https://search.proquest.com/docview/1757731212?pq-origsite=gscholar&fromopenview=true
https://www.niehs.nih.gov/health/topics/agents/sya-bpa/index.cfm
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/home-garden-safety/bisphenol-bpa.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0045653518317892?casa_token=hxOP_E6FPYgAAAAA:3ruA0DkuBSTsbSx1G4ArL0coZsncjdXJpeUqPjVWoXJGXa515Xfb8gbN6KBUQAxrRO-d2FBBQCUi
https://doi.org/10.2190%252FNS.22.4.d
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/9/12/4365/htm
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/pdfplus/10.1089/env.2020.0021
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://www.epa.gov/lmop/project-and-landfill-data-state
https://www.doi.org/10.23937/2572-4061.1510021
https://repub.eur.nl/pub/99475/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-46518747
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/dioxins-and-their-effects-on-human-health


Progress requires decolonial policies, where justice and equity are prioritised. That means the equitable investment in
effective collection, sorting, cleaning, reuse, repair and recycling infrastructure, where BIPOC don’t carry the burden of
pollution.

It requires policies that dissuade the unabated extraction of resources and ensure companies are responsible for the life
cycle of their plastic products. This would include abolishing $296bn in subsidies provided annually by governments to
petrochemical companies and introducing laws that require companies to pay for waste collection, recycling or disposal,
rather than taxpayers.

Quantifying the scale and extent of plastic pollution helps us understand the kind of effort needed to make change, but just
as vital is mapping the health, economic, cultural and human rights dimensions of this toxic industry.

By rallying for policies that tackle the underlying structures that perpetuate the plastic pollution crisis, we can reverse
inequality, fulfil human rights obligations, improve the health of all communities and prevent and mitigate ecological damage.
Policies like the Green New Deal are moving us in the right direction, but we need to do more.

If ever there was a time to redefine the business-as-usual plastics industry and transition to a healthy and more equitable
global society, it is now.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license. Read the original article.
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