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Key Terms  

●​ Single-Use Plastics :Plastic items designed for single-use and then thrown away (bags, straws, bottles).  

●​ Microplastics : Tiny plastic particles smaller than 5 mm are found in water, food, and the environment.  

●​ Primary Microplastics : Small plastics intentionally made (like microbeads in products).  

●​ Secondary Microplastics : Small plastics are formed when larger plastic items break down.  

●​ Microfibers : Tiny plastic fibres are released from synthetic clothing during washing.  
●​ Plastic Waste Management : Systems used to collect, recycle, or dispose of plastic waste.  
●​ Waste Mismanagement : Failure to properly handle waste results in it leaking into the environment.  
●​ Recycling : Processing used materials into new products. 
●​ Circular Economy : A system in which materials are reused and recycled rather than thrown away.  
●​ Plastic Lifecycle : The full process of plastic from production to disposal.  
●​ Bioaccumulation : The buildup of harmful substances (like microplastics) in living organisms over time.  
●​ Food Chain Contamination :When microplastics move through the food chain from small organisms to 

humans.  
●​ Toxic Chemicals (in plastics) : Harmful substances (like BPA) can affect health.  
●​ Marine Ecosystems : Communities of living organisms in the ocean (fish, coral reefs, etc.).  
●​ Biodiversity Loss : Reduction in the variety of species in an ecosystem.  
●​ Ghost Gear : Lost or abandoned fishing equipment that continues harming marine life.  
●​ Entanglement : When animals get trapped in plastic waste.  
●​ Ingestion (Marine Context) : When animals eat plastic, they mistake it for food.  
●​ Habitat Degradation : Damage to natural environments, such as coral reefs and seabeds.  
●​ Invasive Species (via Plastic) : Species are transported by floating plastic debris to new areas.  
●​ Airborne Microplastics : Tiny plastic particles that can travel in the air and be inhaled.  
●​ Human Health Impact (Plastic Pollution) : Health risks caused by exposure to microplastics and chemicals. 
●​ Coastal Communities : People living near oceans who depend on marine resources.  
●​ Fisheries : Industries that catch fish for food and trade.  
●​ Tourism Impact (Environmental) : Loss of visitors and income due to polluted beaches and oceans.  
●​ Cleanup Costs : Money spent by governments to remove waste from the environment.  
●​ Global Plastic Production : The total amount of plastic produced worldwide each year.  
●​ Plastic Waste Leakage : Plastic escaping into the environment instead of being properly managed.  
●​ Great Pacific Garbage Patch (GPGP) : A large area in the Pacific Ocean has a high concentration of plastic 

waste.  
●​ River Pollution Pathways : Rivers that carry plastic waste from land to the oceans.  
●​ Global Plastics Treaty : A proposed international agreement to end plastic pollution.  
●​ MARPOL Convention : An international agreement that prevents pollution from ships.  
●​ Basel Convention : A treaty controlling the movement of hazardous and plastic waste between countries. 
●​ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) : UN goals aimed at global sustainability (including ocean protection). 
●​ SDG 14: Life Below Water : A goal focused on protecting oceans and reducing marine pollution.  
●​ Regional Cooperation (Environmental) : Countries working together to reduce pollution in shared areas. 
●​ Waste Infrastructure: Facilities and systems for collecting and processing waste.  
●​ Open Dumping : Disposing of waste in uncontrolled areas.  
●​ Plastic Alternatives : Materials that replace plastic (like paper, glass, biodegradable items).  
●​ Public Awareness : Educating people to reduce plastic use and pollution.  
●​ Environmental Sustainability : Using resources in ways that protect the planet for the future.  

 



 

1. Introduction to the Committee: UNEP  

1.1 Historical Background of the Committee  

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) was established in 1972 following the United Nations 
Conference on the Human Environment, held in Stockholm, Sweden. This conference was the first major 
global gathering focused on environmental issues and marked a turning point in international environmental 
cooperation. The growing concern over pollution, resource depletion, and environmental degradation during 
the 20th century led member states to recognise the need for a dedicated UN body to coordinate 
environmental action. As a result, the United Nations General Assembly established UNEP as the leading 
global authority on environmental matters and to promote sustainable development worldwide. 

1.2 General Information About the Committee  

UNEP is the leading global environmental authority within the United Nations system. It is headquartered 
in Nairobi, Kenya, making it the only major UN agency based in a developing country. UNEP works with 
governments, international organisations, non-governmental organisations, and the private sector to 
address a wide range of environmental challenges. It focuses on issues such as climate change, 
biodiversity loss, pollution, and ecosystem degradation. UNEP also plays a key role in coordinating 
environmental activities across the UN system and supporting countries in implementing environmentally 
sound policies. Through research, policy guidance, and capacity-building initiatives, UNEP helps nations 
make informed decisions regarding environmental protection.  

1.3 UNEP’s Mandate in Environmental Protection  

UNEP’s mandate is to provide leadership and encourage partnerships in caring for the environment by 
inspiring, informing, and enabling nations and peoples to improve their quality of life without 
compromising that of future generations. The organisation works to assess global environmental conditions, 
develop international environmental agreements, and promote the implementation of sustainable practices. 
UNEP also supports countries in developing environmental policies, strengthening environmental 
governance, and addressing urgent issues such as climate change mitigation, pollution reduction, and 
conservation of natural resources. By fostering international cooperation and providing scientific and 
technical expertise, UNEP plays a central role in advancing global environmental protection and 
sustainability.  

2. Background Information  
 
                2.1 What is Marine Plastic Pollution?  

Marine plastic pollution is the accumulation of plastic debris—ranging from large bottles and fishing nets 
to microscopic particles—in the oceans and coastal environments, primarily originating from land-based 
sources. Over 11 million metric tons enter the ocean annually, harming marine life through ingestion and 
entanglement, while lasting for centuries  

2.2 Sources of Plastic Waste (Land-Based and Ocean-Based)  

Most plastic pollution in the ocean originates on land through various pathways. An estimated 80% of ocean 
plastic waste comes from land-based activities, and the remaining 20% from ocean-based activities.  

Pollution from land-based sources, such as agricultural runoff, plastic waste, and industrial discharges, 
accounts for approximately 80% of marine pollution. These pollutants contaminate coastal ecosystems, 
harm marine life, and threaten human livelihoods, particularly in vulnerable coastal communities. 



Land-based activities include plastic from waste management systems, storms, garbage dumps, and 
rainwater that collects in water bodies and flows out into the ocean. Water-based activities involve the use of 
plastic in the sea, such as fishing gear, plastic packaging, and other waste from ships and ports. If we 
classify the waste generated by different continents, we learn that Asia produces 80% of the marine plastic 
pollution  

Ocean-based pollution refers to pollution that originates directly from activities at sea rather than on 
land. While land-based sources are the largest contributor to marine pollution overall, ocean-based 
pollution still plays a significant role in degrading marine ecosystems.  

Main sources of ocean-based pollution:  

●​ Shipping and transportation: Large cargo ships can release oil, fuel, sewage, and garbage into 
the ocean—either accidentally (spills, leaks) or through illegal dumping.  

●​ Fishing activities: Abandoned, lost, or discarded fishing gear (often called “ghost gear”), such 
as nets, lines, and traps, can continue to trap and kill marine life for years.  

●​ Of shore oil and gas operations: Drilling rigs may leak oil or other hazardous substances during 
extraction, transport, or accidents. ∙Cruise ships and recreational boating: These vessels can 
produce waste such as sewage, food waste, grey water (from sinks/showers), and solid trash if 
not properly managed.  

●​ Military and industrial activities: Some operations at sea may introduce chemicals, waste, or 
noise pollution into marine environments.  

Each year, an estimated 11 million metric tons of plastic enter the ocean, and this number is 
projected to increase if current trends continue. Once in the ocean, plastics do not biodegrade 
easily. Instead, they slowly break down into smaller fragments over time due to sunlight, wave 
action, and physical wear, persisting for hundreds of years.  

 
2.3 Types of Plastics (Microplastics, Single-Use Plastics)  

Plastics are classified by use (e.g., single-use items) or by size (e.g., microplastics). Single-use plastics 
are disposable, petrochemical-based items such as packaging, bottles, and straws intended for one-time 
use. Microplastics are fragments smaller than 5 millimetres, categorised into primary (intentionally 
small) or secondary (broken down from larger plastic waste)  

Types of Single-Use Plastics  

●​ Packaging: Grocery bags, plastic wrap, bubble wrap, and food wrappers.  
●​ Serviceware: Plastic cutlery, cups, lids, straws, and Styrofoam containers. 
●​ Bottles & Containers: Water bottles, soda bottles, and takeaway containers. 
●​ Other: Microbeads in personal care products, wet wipes, and cigarette butts.  

Types of Microplastics  

●​ Primary Microplastics: Intentionally produced small particles (<5mm), including industrial 
pellets (nurdles) used for manufacturing and microbeads in products.  

●​ Secondary Microplastics: Particles derived from the degradation of larger items (bags, 
bottles) due to UV radiation, waves, and microbial action.  

●​ Microfibers: A type of microplastic released from synthetic textiles (polyester, acrylic) during 
washing.  

●​ Fragmented Waste: Particles from broken-down tyres (rubber particles) and paint flakes.  



                 Environmental Impact  

 
●​ Persistence: Single-use plastics persist for centuries, causing significant marine pollution and 

wildlife damage.  
●​ Ingestion & Bioaccumulation: Microplastics are mistaken for food by marine animals and can 

transport toxins.  
●​ Nanoplastics: Particles smaller than 100 nanometers can enter cells, posing risks to human and 

animal health.  

These materials are highly prevalent in daily life. Still, they can be replaced by more sustainable 
options. Replacing single-use plastics is one of the most effective ways to reduce your personal 
environmental footprint. These alternatives are generally categorised into durable reusables (used 
hundreds of times) and disposable eco-alternatives (used once, then composted).  

3. Environmental and Social Impacts  

3.1 Effects on Marine Life and Ecosystems  

Plastic pollution in the ocean has become one of the most serious environmental issues. Plastics enter 
marine environments through land-based waste, rivers, fishing activities, shipping, and tourism. Because 
plastic is durable and slow to 
degrade, it persists in the environment for decades or even centuries, breaking down into smaller pieces 
called microplastics.  

●​ Ingestion (eating plastic): Many marine animals mistake plastic for food. For example, sea turtles often 
confuse plastic bags with jellyfish. When ingested, plastic can block their digestive systems, leading to 
starvation, malnutrition, or internal injuries. Seabirds, such as albatrosses, have also been found with stomachs 
full of plastic fragments.  

●​ Entanglement: Marine animals can become trapped in discarded fishing gear such as nets and 
lines. For instance, seals, dolphins, and whales may get entangled, restricting their movement, causing 
injuries, or leading to drowning.  

●​ Toxic exposure: Plastics can absorb harmful chemicals from the surrounding water. When 
marine organisms consume plastic, these toxins can enter their bodies, potentially affecting their 
growth, reproduction, and overall health.  

●​ Microplastics in the food chain: Tiny organisms like plankton ingest microplastics, which 
then move up the food chain. Small fish eat plankton, larger fish eat smaller fish, and so on. This 
means that even top predators, including humans, can be exposed to microplastics through the 
consumption of seafood.  

●​ Habitat damage: Plastic debris can smother habitats, including coral reefs and seafloor 
ecosystems. For example, plastic pollution can block sunlight and reduce oxygen flow, harming coral 
health and slowing growth. 

●​ Disruption of biodiversity: Plastic pollution can reduce species populations and alter ecosystems. 
When certain species decline due to plastic-related harm, it can disrupt food webs and ecological balance.  

●​ Spread of invasive species: Floating plastic debris can serve as rafts for organisms such as algae, 
barnacles, and small invertebrates. These species can travel long distances and colonise new areas, 
sometimes outcompeting native species.  

●​ Water quality degradation:  
Accumulated plastics contribute to pollution buildup, affecting oxygen levels and introducing persistent 
contaminants into marine environments.  



Examples: 
●​ Sea turtles eating plastic bags mistaken for jellyfish, leading to digestive blockage.  
●​ Seabirds such as albatrosses feed plastic to their chicks, which can cause starvation.  
●​ Whales and dolphins are becoming entangled in discarded fishing nets (ghost gear).  
●​ Coral reefs are being damaged by plastic debris that covers their surfaces and spreads 

disease.  
●​ Fish consume microplastics, which then enter the human food chain when seafood is eaten.  

3.2 Impact on Human Health  

Plastic pollution affects human health mainly through exposure to food, water, air, and chemicals. While 
plastics are visible in oceans, their breakdown into microplastics and the chemicals they carry make them a 
growing concern for people as well.  

1. Microplastics in the Food Chain  

Microplastics are now found in many types of seafood, especially fish and shellfish.  

●​ When small marine organisms ingest microplastics, the particles move up the food chain to 
larger fish and eventually to humans.  

●​ People who consume seafood may unknowingly ingest microplastics. ∙ Microplastics have also 
been detected in other foods and drinking water sources.  

Example:  
Mussels and oysters can accumulate microplastics because they filter large volumes of water, and 
humans consume these organisms whole.  
 
2. Chemical Exposure  

Plastics often contain or absorb harmful chemicals such as bisphenol A (BPA), phthalates, and other 
toxic substances.  

●​  These chemicals can interfere with the body’s endocrine (hormone) system. ∙ Long-term exposure 
may be linked to health issues such as hormonal imbalances, reproductive problems, and 
developmental effects. 

Example:  
Chemicals leaching from plastic containers or packaging can contaminate food and beverages, 
especially when heated.  

3. Airborne Microplastics  

Microplastics are not only in water—they can also become airborne as fibres or dust.  

●​ People may inhale microplastic particles from indoor environments (e.g., synthetic clothing 
fibres, household dust).  

●​ These particles can enter the respiratory system.  

Example:  
Synthetic fabrics like polyester can shed tiny fibres during washing, which may eventually contribute to 
airborne or waterborne microplastics.  
 
 



4. Potential Health Risks  

Although research is still ongoing, potential impacts include:  

●​ Inflammation and cellular damage from ingested or inhaled particles  
●​ Toxic effects from associated chemicals  
●​ Possible links to respiratory issues, immune system effects, and chronic diseases (still 

being studied)  

 
5. Indirect Impacts  

Plastic pollution can also affect human health indirectly by:  

●​ Reducing seafood safety and quality  
●​ Impacting the livelihoods of fishing communities  
●​ Contaminating drinking water sources  
●​ Increasing environmental stress that affects overall ecosystem stability  

3.3 Economic Effects on Coastal Communities  

Plastic pollution in oceans and coastal areas has significant economic consequences, especially for 
communities that depend on the sea for their livelihoods. These impacts are often felt in sectors such 
as fishing, tourism, public services, and local businesses. 

 
1. Impacts on Fisheries and Livelihoods  

Fishing communities are among the most affected.  

●​ Plastic pollution can damage fishing gear, such as nets and boats, increasing 
maintenance and replacement costs.  

●​ Fish populations may decline or become contaminated due to microplastics and 
toxins, reducing catches.  

●​ “Ghost gear” (abandoned fishing nets) continues to trap fish, wasting resources.  

Example:  
Fishermen may spend additional time and money repairing nets damaged by plastic debris or 
retrieving unusable catches contaminated by waste.  
 
2. Effects on Tourism  

Tourism is a major source of income for many coastal regions.  

●​ Polluted beaches with visible plastic waste discourage visitors. ∙ Decreased water 
quality affects recreational activities like swimming, diving, and snorkelling.  

●​ Marine ecosystems such as coral reefs, which attract tourists, may be damaged by 
plastic pollution.  

Example:  
A beach covered in plastic debris is less attractive to tourists, leading to fewer visitors and reduced 
income for hotels, restaurants, and local vendors.  
 
 
 



3. Increased Cleanup and Management Costs  

Local governments and communities must invest in cleaning up and managing plastic waste.  

●​ Regular beach cleanups require labour, equipment, and organisation. ∙ Waste management 
systems may need to be expanded to handle increasing plastic waste.  

●​ Specialised efforts are sometimes needed to remove marine debris from sensitive ecosystems.  

Example: 
Municipalities in coastal cities allocate part of their budgets to frequent shoreline cleanups to maintain 
environmental quality and public health.  
 
4. Damage to Marine Ecosystems Affecting the Economy  

Healthy marine ecosystems support fisheries and tourism.  

●​  Plastic pollution harms coral reefs, mangroves, and seagrass beds. ∙ Damage to these 
ecosystems reduces fish populations and biodiversity. ∙ This, in turn, affects industries that 
rely on them.  

Example:  
Coral reef degradation reduces fish habitats, leading to lower fish availability for local fishers and less 
attractive dive sites for tourists. 
 
5. Impact on Local Businesses  

Businesses that rely on clean coastal environments may suffer.  

●​ Restaurants, resorts, and shops may lose customers due to polluted surroundings. 
●​ Negative environmental reputation can reduce investment in the area. 
●​ Seasonal income may become unstable.  
●​ A coastal town that depends on both fishing and tourism may experience reduced fish 

catches, higher operational costs for fishermen, fewer tourists visiting polluted 
beaches, and increased spending by local authorities on cleanup efforts—all of which 
reduce overall economic stability.  

4. Current Global Situation  

4.1 Global Plastic Production and Waste Trends  

Plastic production has grown explosively over the past 70 years. In 1950, global plastic production was 
only about 2 million tonnes per year; today, it exceeds 400 million tonnes annually. This dramatic rise 
reflects plastics’ widespread use in packaging, construction, electronics, healthcare, and consumer goods. If 
current patterns continue, production could keep rising significantly over the coming decades, with some 
projections estimating plastic output could nearly double or even triple by mid-century 
As plastic production has grown, so has waste. An estimated 75 % of all plastic ever produced has 
become waste, meaning it’s no longer in use and is either in landfills, the environment, or incinerated. Of 
all the plastic waste generated historically, only a small fraction has been recycled. Estimates suggest 
that around 9% of plastic waste is recycled, with the rest landfilled, incinerated, or leaking into the 
environment. This means the vast majority of plastic ever made still exists in some form—much of it as 
persistent waste in ecosystems, including oceans, soils, and freshwater systems.  
 
 
 



Low Recycling Rates, Recycling has not kept pace with production: Recycling rates remain low globally, 
often in the single digits or low teens as a percentage of total plastic waste. Many plastics are difficult to 
recycle due to contamination, mixed materials, or a lack of infrastructure, so most end up in landfills or 
incinerators. Without major changes in policy and waste management, Plastic use and waste are expected 
to continue increasing sharply through 2050. Some studies project global plastics consumption could 
nearly double by then, with billions of tonnes accumulating in stock or waste streams. The amount of 
mismanaged plastic waste could also rise substantially, posing escalating risks to ecosystems and human 
health. Large amounts of plastic waste still leak into natural environments: Millions of tonnes of plastic 
waste enter aquatic ecosystems every year, contributing to the pollution of rivers, lakes, and oceans  

4.2 Most Affected Regions and Oceans  

The Philippines, China, India, Indonesia, and Malaysia are the top ocean plastic polluters, responsible for 
the vast majority of marine plastic waste, largely due to rapidly growing economies, poor waste 
management, and river transport. The Pacific Ocean holds the highest concentration of plastic, notably 
within the Great Pacific Garbage Patch.  

●​ The Great Pacific Garbage Patch (GPGP): Situated between California and Japan is the largest  
accumulation zone, holding roughly 100 million kg of plastic across a 1.6 million km² area.  

●​ Asian Coastal Waters: Roughly 81% of global ocean plastic originates from Asian rivers, 
particularly within Southeast Asia, due to insufficient waste management infrastructure and high 
consumption of single-use plastics.  

●​ Major Polluting Rivers: Rivers are the primary conduits for plastic from land to sea. Key 
contributors include the Yangtze, Ganges, Indus, Yellow, and Mekong rivers  

4.3 Existing International Efforts and Agreements  

Plastic pollution is a global issue that crosses national borders. Many countries and organisations have 
been working together through international agreements, treaties, and initiatives to address it.  

1. United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) Initiatives  

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) plays a central role in coordinating 
global action on plastic pollution.  

●​ UNEP leads global awareness campaigns and research on plastic waste. ∙It supports countries in 
developing policies for waste reduction, recycling, and sustainable production.  

●​ UNEP also hosts international discussions aimed at creating binding global agreements on plastic 
pollution.  

2. Global Plastics Treaty (Under Negotiation)  

One of the most important ongoing efforts is the development of a global treaty on plastic pollution.  

●​ In 2022, countries agreed under UNEP to begin negotiations for a legally binding 
international treaty to end plastic pollution.  

●​ The treaty aims to address the entire lifecycle of plastics, including production, design, use, 
and disposal.  

●​ It is still being negotiated, with multiple rounds of discussions between nations.  
●​ As of late 2025, talks on the Global Plastics Treaty face delays, with disagreements over 

whether to set global caps on plastic production or focus solely on waste management. 

 



3. MARPOL Convention (Marine Pollution Prevention)  
The International Maritime Organisation (IMO) enforces international rules through agreements such as the 
MARPOL Convention.  

●​ MARPOL (International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships) regulates 
pollution from ships.  

●​ It prohibits the dumping of plastics into the ocean by vessels.  
●​ Ships are required to manage and dispose of waste properly at ports.  

4. Basel Convention on Plastic Waste  
The Basel Convention is an international treaty that controls the movement of hazardous and 
plastic waste across borders.  

●​ It aims to reduce the export of plastic waste from developed to developing countries without 
proper consent and management.  

●​ Amendments adopted in 2019 tightened controls on plastic waste trade. ∙ Countries must now 
follow stricter rules when exporting or importing certain types of plastic waste.  

 
5. Regional Agreements and Initiatives  

●​ European Union Plastics Strategy: Focuses on reducing single-use plastics, improving 
recycling, and promoting a circular economy.  

●​ ASEAN Regional Action Plan: Southeast Asian countries cooperate to reduce marine litter.  
●​ Regional Seas Programmes (UNEP): Over 18 regional agreements address marine 

pollution in specific ocean regions (e.g., the Mediterranean and the Caribbean).  

6. Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)  

The United Nations established the Sustainable Development Goals, which include targets relevant to plastic 
pollution:  

●​ SDG 14 (Life Below Water): Aims to reduce marine pollution, including marine debris.  
●​ Encourages sustainable consumption and production patterns. 
●​ Promotes international cooperation to protect oceans.  

5. Challenges  

5.1 Weak Waste Management Systems 
Weak waste management systems create a wide range of environmental, health, and economic problems. 
When waste is not properly collected, treated, or disposed of, it tends to leak into natural 
environments—especially oceans, rivers, and urban areas.  

Increased Plastic Leakage into the Environment  

●​ Poor waste collection and disposal systems allow plastics to enter the environment.  
●​ Waste can be dumped in open areas, landfills without proper containment, or directly into waterways.  
●​ Rivers often carry unmanaged waste into the ocean.  

Example:  
In cities with limited waste services, plastic bags and packaging can accumulate in streets and be washed 
into drainage systems during rainfall, eventually reaching rivers and seas.  
 
 



2. Marine and Water Pollution  

Weak waste management is a major contributor to marine plastic pollution.  

●​ Mismanaged waste enters rivers and oceans, harming aquatic ecosystems. 
●​ It leads to the accumulation of floating debris and microplastics in water bodies.  

Example:  
Plastic waste from inland areas can flow into rivers and then into the ocean, contributing to large 
accumulations of plastic in marine environments.  
 
3. Harm to Wildlife and Ecosystems  

Improperly managed waste affects both terrestrial and marine life.  

●​  Animals may ingest plastic or become entangled in it.  
●​ Waste can degrade habitats such as wetlands, forests, and coral reefs.  

Example:  
Fish, birds, and marine mammals may mistake plastic for food, leading to injury or death.  

4. Public Health Risks 
Weak waste management can directly impact human health.  

●​ Open dumping attracts pests such as rats and insects that spread disease. 
●​  Burning waste releases toxic fumes into the air.  
●​ Contaminated water sources can spread pathogens.  

Example:  
Uncollected waste in urban areas can create breeding grounds for mosquitoes, increasing the risk of 
diseases.  
 
5. Air, Soil, and Water Contamination  

Improper disposal methods, such as open burning or unregulated landfills, release pollutants.  
●​ Burning plastics releases harmful gases and particles into the air.  
●​ Chemicals from waste can seep into soil and groundwater.  
●​ Polluted runoff can contaminate drinking water sources.  

6. Economic Costs  

Weak waste management can lead to long-term financial burdens.  

●​ Increased spending on cleanup and remediation efforts.  
●​ Loss of income from tourism due to polluted environments.  
●​ Reduced productivity in fisheries and agriculture.  

Example:  
Coastal areas with visible waste pollution may experience fewer tourists, affecting local 
businesses and employment.  
 



 
7. Infrastructure and System Inefficiency  

Lack of proper systems leads to:  

●​ Overfilled or unmanaged landfills  
●​ Inadequate recycling facilities  
●​ Poor enforcement of waste regulations  
●​ Inefficient collection services 

This creates a cycle in which waste accumulates faster than it can be processed.  

5.2 Overuse of Single-Use Plastics  

Single-use plastics are items designed to be used once or for a very short time before being discarded. 
These include products like plastic bags, bottles, straws, food packaging, cutlery, and wrappers. While 
convenient and inexpensive, the overuse of single-use plastics is a major driver of global plastic pollution.  

Why Single-Use Plastics Are Widely Used Because Of  

●​ Convenience: Lightweight, easy to carry, and disposable after one use  
●​ Low cost: Cheap to produce compared to reusable alternatives  
●​ Durability: Resistant to water and damage, making them useful for packaging  
●​ Mass production: Widely available in retail, food services, and consumer goods  

The overuse of single-use plastics leads to several serious problems. It causes a rapid increase in 
plastic waste because these items are discarded almost immediately after use, with a large portion of 
global plastic waste coming from packaging that is used only once; for example, plastic bottles and 
food wrappers are often thrown away after a single use and quickly accumulate in landfills and the 
environment. This also contributes to environmental pollution, as many single-use plastics are not 
properly collected or recycled and instead end up in landfills, rivers, and oceans; for instance, plastic 
bags can be blown into waterways and eventually reach the ocean, harming marine ecosystems.  

Wildlife is heavily affected, as animals may mistake plastic for food or become entangled in it, and 
lightweight items like bags and packaging spread easily in natural environments; for example, sea 
turtles may mistake plastic bags for jellyfish, leading to ingestion and health problems. Additionally, 
recycling rates remain low because many single-use plastics are difficult to process due to 
contamination or mixed materials, meaning a significant amount still ends up as waste even in places 
with recycling systems  

Over time, these plastics break down into microplastics, which persist in the environment and can 
enter the food chain; for example, a plastic bottle discarded in the ocean gradually fragments into 
tiny particles that are consumed by marine organisms. Producing single-use plastics also requires 

fossil fuels such as oil and gas, contributing to resource depletion and greenhouse gas emissions 
during both production and disposal. Overall, these issues create broader societal and economic 
impacts, including increased waste management and cleanup costs, negative effects on tourism 
due to polluted environments, financial burdens on governments and local communities, and 
losses of ecosystem services that support fisheries and coastal livelihoods.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

6. Questions to Ponder  

➢​ What are the main sources of plastic pollution in marine environments?  
➢​ How can countries reduce plastic waste entering oceans from land-based activities? 
➢​ What policies can be implemented to limit single-use plastics globally?  
➢​ How can waste management systems be improved in developing countries?  
➢​ What role should governments play in regulating plastic production and disposal?  
➢​ How can international cooperation help address marine plastic pollution?  
➢​ What responsibilities do corporations have in reducing plastic packaging?  
➢​ How can consumers be encouraged to reduce plastic usage?  
➢​ What alternatives to plastic can be promoted on a large scale?  
➢​ How effective are current international agreements in addressing marine plastic 

pollution?  
➢​ What strategies can be used to clean existing plastic waste in oceans?  
➢​ How can public awareness and education reduce plastic consumption?  
➢​ What role can innovation and technology play in solving this issue?  
➢​ How can coastal communities be supported in managing plastic waste?  
➢​ What measures can prevent plastic pollution from rivers entering the oceans? 

 
7. Possible Solutions  

●​ Strengthen National Waste Management Systems: Since a significant portion of marine plastic pollution 
originates from land-based sources, countries should invest in efficient waste collection, sorting, and recycling 
systems. Improving infrastructure—especially in rapidly urbanising areas—can significantly reduce the amount 
of plastic waste entering waterways.  

●​ Implement River and Coastal Waste Interception Measures: Rivers are major pathways for plastic 
entering oceans. Installing barriers, filtration systems, and collection devices in rivers and coastal areas can 
help intercept waste before it reaches marine environments.  

●​ Promote Integrated Land-to-Sea Policies: Governments should adopt comprehensive policies that connect 
land-based waste management with marine protection strategies. This ensures a coordinated approach to 
reducing plastic leakage across the entire waste lifecycle.  

●​ Adopt Policies to Reduce Single-Use Plastics: Governments can introduce bans, taxes, or restrictions on 
single-use plastics such as bags, straws, and packaging materials. These policies encourage both producers and 
consumers to shift toward more sustainable alternatives.  

●​ Promote Sustainable Alternatives to Plastics: Investing in and promoting biodegradable, reusable, and 
eco-friendly materials can reduce dependence on conventional plastics. Supporting innovation and the scaling of 
alternative production is key to widespread adoption.  

●​ Encourage Responsible Consumer Behaviour: Public campaigns, incentives, and educational programs can 
encourage individuals to reduce plastic use, adopt reusable products, and participate in recycling initiatives. 

●​ Enhance Regulations on Plastic Production and Disposal: Governments should establish stricter regulations 
on the production, labelling, and disposal of plastics. This includes setting recycling targets, limiting the use of 
harmful additives, and ensuring proper waste handling. 

●​ Implement Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR): Corporations should be held accountable for the entire 
lifecycle of their plastic products. EPR policies require producers to manage the collection, recycling, and 
disposal of their packaging, encouraging more sustainable design.  

●​ Promote Corporate Accountability and Transparency: Companies should be required to disclose their plastic 
usage and waste management practices. Transparency can drive more responsible production patterns and allow 
consumers to make informed choices.  

●​ Facilitate Knowledge and Technology Sharing: Developed nations can support developing countries by 
sharing technologies, expertise, and best practices in waste management and recycling. This helps create more 
uniform global progress.  
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