
We hosted a briefing on 15 May 2018 focused on the challenge of plastic waste, and what the government is

proposing to do about it.

The panellists were:

Some of the panel's conclusions are set out below:

Law and policy: moving towards a circular economy1. 

In the UK, we already have recycling targets and waste management controls to address plastic waste. The

government is now using new law to tackle plastic waste by reducing how much plastic consumers use in the first

place. Examples are the plastic bag levy and the ban on plastic microbeads used in personal care products. The

government has also proposed a bottle deposit return scheme and using the tax regime to curb single-use plastics.

The EU's focus has traditionally been on containing and managing plastic waste. But its 2018 Circular Economy

Package puts a greater emphasis on the reusability and reuse of plastics by product designers and manufacturers.

If the EU adopts current EU Circular Economy directives before Brexit day, they may become binding in UK law

after Brexit during the transitional phase.

The global impact of plastics on the marine environment is a serious concern – and not fully understood2. 

Plastic has excellent qualities as a product in multiple sectors, hence its huge growth in production levels since the

1950s (300 million tons per year manufactured globally). It is versatile, strong, flexible, hygienic and has multiple

uses in medicine, construction, manufacturing, and consumer goods.
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However, a large quantity of plastic waste is mismanaged and finds its way into the ocean. We don't yet fully

understand the effects of waste plastic on the marine environment. Scientists are concerned about micro-plastics,

which are ingested by plankton and other sea life. These could impact significantly on the marine ecosystem and

the wider food chain.

A complex problem which requires sophisticated solutions3. 

A sophisticated set of solutions is needed given the scale and complexity of the issues caused by plastics in the

environment. Care must be taken to avoid perverse or unintended consequences. Some plastics have

environmental benefits. A knee-jerk ban or prohibition could have adverse environmental consequences.

Key priority areas for global action include to:

Industry perspective: plastics underpin much of how we live; we have the technology to reduce plastic use
and recycle much more but the right incentives are needed

4. 

Some plastic e.g. PET is 100 per cent recyclable. The challenge at present is that, although the technology exists

to collect, decontaminate and recycle plastic packaging, this is frequently not commercially viable.

We need better systems for collecting and decontaminating waste streams. The technology exists to hugely

improve recycling performance. The industry can help deliver this. The government needs to think through any

change in law to provide the right commercial incentives and avoid unintended consequences.

Waste industry perspective: contamination-related costs as an obstacle to plastics recycling5. 

Neither the UK recycling industry nor consumers currently have the right incentives to tackle plastic waste.

Households and businesses are poor at sorting waste. This means that contaminated plastic is sent for recycling,

leading to more expensive plastic processing or a lower quality end product. Consumers who fail to properly sort

waste are not held accountable. Local authority recycling targets are set by reference to weight rather than material

type – and this incentivises recycling businesses to focus on heavier waste materials.

Who should pay?6. 

50 per cent of our audience thought that plastics manufacturers, plastic users and the taxpayer should all

contribute to the cost of recovering and recycling plastic waste.

Mandatory deposit return schemes7. 

100 per cent of our audience thought that a mandatory deposit return scheme should be introduced.

Download seminar materials here

Download our Environment Brochure here

View the 25 Year Environment Plan here

Your Key Contacts

reduce human dependence on virgin plastics;•

motivate consumers to minimise plastics in the environment;•

address the issue of micro-plastics in the marine environment; and•

focus on the 10 rivers that are the biggest sources of plastic litter in the oceans.•
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