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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Plastic poisons our health and environment across its lifecycle, from extraction to

disposal, in ways that are irreversible and irrefutably threaten human existence.

Plastic pollutes the environment and risks the health of communities through

cancer-causing and endocrine-disrupting chemical additives, and possibly

causes thousands of deaths from preventable diseases brought by mismanaged

waste. It destroys biodiversity and ecosystems, accounting for at least 85% of the

total marine waste, threatening whales, seals, turtles, birds, and fish as well as

plankton, worms and corals. It exacerbates climate change as it is derived from

fossil fuels and is often burnt as a method of disposal, generating even more

greenhouse gases.
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https://eia-international.org/report/connecting-the-dots-plastic-pollution-and-the-planetary-emergency/
http://www.ciel.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/CIEL_2-pagers_The-Hidden-Costs-of-a-Plastic-Planet-Health.pdf
https://ipen.org/news/new-global-studies-show-health-threats-throughout-plastics-supply-chain
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/may/14/mismanaged-waste-kills-up-to-a-million-people-a-year-globally
https://wwfint.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf_impacts_of_plastic_pollution_on_biodiversity.pdf
https://wedocs.unep.org/xmlui/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/36963/POLSOL.pdf
https://www.ciel.org/project-update/plastic-climate-the-hidden-costs-of-a-plastic-planet/
https://www.no-burn.org/wp-content/uploads/Plastic-is-Carbon-Oct2021.pdf


The dire consequences of plastic pollution demand urgent action and real

solutions. At the 5th United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA 5.2) held in

Nairobi, Kenya, in early 2022, Member States came together and agreed to work

towards an international legally binding agreement to end plastic pollution.

A key to unlocking solutions to plastic pollution is to institute bans on the

export of plastic waste from high-income, high-consuming countries to

weaker economies, with stringent controls protecting countries from the

harms stemming from the plastic waste trade. Here are the reasons why.

PLASTIC WASTE TRADE - BRIEFING PAPER | 02

An estimated 80% of marine debris stems

from plastic, which includes consumer

products and packaging, domestic waste,

and discarded fishing gear. A portion of

that volume comes from plastic waste that

had been shipped for recycling. 

Researchers estimated that up to 31% of polyethylene (PE) waste exported from

Europe is not recycled at all, with as much as 24% of rejected plastic potentially

ending up as marine pollution, while others were landfilled or burnt. Other

researchers from the U.S. National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and

Medicine have published peer-reviewed studies proving that the plastic waste

trade contributes significant amounts of plastic pollution to the ocean. 

 

Plastic waste trade also increases ship traffic in the ocean. In 2019, 225 containers

per day were estimated to be shipped from the United States (US) to countries

with poor waste management. This totals to 125,423 containers of plastic waste,

or 9 container ships (hauling capacity of 15,000 containers per trip), from just one

country in one year. Increasing ship traffic threatens to disturb seabed

sedimentation and marine fauna, and worsen air quality.

1.  Plastic waste trade is a

source of marine plastic

pollution.

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/38522/k2200647_-_unep-ea-5-l-23-rev-1_-_advance.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.iucn.org/resources/issues-briefs/marine-plastic-pollution#:~:text=Plastic%20debris%20is%20currently%20the,waters%20to%20deep%2Dsea%20sediments.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envint.2020.105893
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/26132/reckoning-with-the-us-role-in-global-ocean-plastic-waste
https://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/blog/2020/4/6/why-is-the-us-still-offshoring-post-consumer-plastic-waste-around-the-world
https://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/blog/2020/4/6/why-is-the-us-still-offshoring-post-consumer-plastic-waste-around-the-world
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2009/apr/09/shipping-pollution
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmars.2021.678845/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fmars.2020.00637/full
https://agupubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/2014GL061786?campaign=wlytk-41855.5282060185


More than a quarter of a billion tonnes of plastic waste has been exported

around the world since 1988, with almost one-third of the exports originating

from the US, Japan, and Germany. Almost half of all plastic waste is now

generated in OECD countries. 

Plastic waste exports have allowed people from high-consuming developed

countries to avoid dealing with the environmental impacts of their own plastic

consumption. Worryingly, the US, EU, and China are seeing a surge of

investments from the petrochemical industry to produce even more plastic.

2. Plastic waste exports

drive ever-expanding

plastic production.

Since the mid-1950s, plastic production has

increased by 18,300% as modern society

embraced convenience and fast

consumption, producing about 10 billion

tonnes of plastic to date. The global trade

in plastic waste increased even as global

plastic production increased. This raises a red flag.

PLASTIC WASTE TRADE - BRIEFING PAPER | 03

3. Plastic waste exports

unjustly cause pollution

in the Global South.

In 2018, China’s National Sword Policy

came into effect, banning 24 types of solid

waste imports to the country, including

plastic and paper waste. The list was later

expanded to 32 types of waste.

This caused a global disruption in the recyclable material market and redirected

plastic waste to new destination countries, primarily in Southeast Asia such as 

https://www.oecd.org/newsroom/plastic-pollution-is-growing-relentlessly-as-waste-management-and-recycling-fall-short.htm
https://e360.yale.edu/features/the-plastics-pipeline-a-surge-of-new-production-is-on-the-way#:~:text=Shell%20is%20building%20a%20%246,opens%20in%20the%20early%202020s.
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/europe-plastics-industry-about-to-boom-us-fracking-driving-it
https://theconversation.com/oil-companies-are-ploughing-money-into-fossil-fuelled-plastics-production-at-a-record-rate-new-research-169690
https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/EIA-The-Truth-Behind-Trash-FINAL.pdf
https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/EIA-The-Truth-Behind-Trash-FINAL.pdf


Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, Vietnam, and the Philippines, as well as other

countries like Sri Lanka, India, Turkey, Tunisia, and several in Latin America.

After years of being unable to control the illicit trade of hazardous materials,

China instituted the ban to protect its environmental and human health. In a

formal notification to the World Trade Organization (WTO) Committee on

Technical Barriers to Trade dated 18 July 2017, in the Chinese government report

"they found that large amounts of dirty wastes or even hazardous wastes are

mixed in the solid waste that can be used as raw materials. This seriously

polluted China's environment."

Plastic waste imports have led to increasing cases of illegal recycling, dumping,

and burning of waste at destination countries, causing much harm including

land, water and air pollution, and poisoning food chains. The waste trade

privatises profits for companies involved in the waste trade and fails to account

for the costs of environmental pollution and health deterioration. 

In addition, the costs incurred by governments in terms of enforcement,

monitoring, cleaning up, and rehabilitating polluted environments remain

unknown. Many polluted dumpsites remain unrehabilitated due to resource

constraints.
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4. Plastic waste exports

exacerbate corruption

and illegality.

The illicit transboundary trade of plastics is

a pressing problem. The plastics recycling

industry in the UK was suspected of abuse

and fraud by organised criminals and firms

within the export system, while the

misdeclaration of waste shipments were

discovered in Spain. 

Annual revenues from illicit waste trafficking among 23 European Union (EU)

Member States ranged between 4 and 15 billion Euros, and are expected to

increase.

https://c4center.org/malaysia-is-not-a-garbage-dump-citizens-against-corruption-complacency-crime-and-climate-crisis/
https://www.no-burn.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Report-July-12-2019-Spreads-no-marks-1.pdf
https://www.no-burn.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Report-July-12-2019-Spreads-no-marks-1.pdf
https://www.no-burn.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Report-July-12-2019-Spreads-no-marks-1.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-vietnam-waste-idUSKBN1KG0KL
https://www.greenpeace.org/static/planet4-philippines-stateless/2020/03/da311344-waste-trade-in-the-philippines-report-v2.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/jul/25/sri-lanka-finds-hazardous-waste-in-uk-metal-recycling-cargo
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/enquete-recycling-plastics-montreal-1.6345558
https://www.greenpeace.org/static/planet4-turkey-stateless/2022/02/be5d1ad3-game-of-waste-global-plastic-waste-trade-impact-on-turkey-greenpeace-report.pdf
https://www.africanews.com/2022/02/18/tunisia-to-return-illegally-supplied-waste-to-italy//
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/dec/24/latin-america-urges-us-to-reduce-plastic-waste-exports-to-region
https://perma.cc/3CUT-LEM9
https://www.lastbeachcleanup.org/plastic-waste-exports
https://ipen.org/documents/plastic-waste-poisoning-food-and-threatening-communities-africa-asia-central-eastern
https://www.greenpeace.org/malaysia/publication/3349/the-recycling-myth-2-0/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/18/uk-recycling-industry-under-investigation-for-and-corruption
https://rethinkplasticalliance.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/RPa-ZWE-Illegal-plastic-shipments-Spain-report-1-1.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/ab3534a2-87a0-11eb-ac4c-01aa75ed71a1/language-en


INTERPOL documented an increase in illegal waste shipments from 2018 to

2020, primarily rerouted to Southeast Asia through transit countries to

camouflage the origin of the waste shipment, and involving organised crime,

financial fraud, and corruption. Criminal groups involved in illegal plastic waste

recycled threatened those who exposed them. 

The European Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF) also highlighted the problem of waste

trafficking, revealing cases where OLAF assisted the Italian authorities to block

smuggled waste shipments to Malaysia and Turkey. 

Furthermore, the Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (GI-

TOC) exposed the intricate networks in illicit plastic waste flows, involving

“brokers, recycling companies, logistics and shipping entities, as well as corrupt

officials who arrange the shipping of hazardous and mixed waste from countries

such as the US, the UK or The Netherlands to Malaysia, the Philippines and other

countries predominantly in the Global South. In destination countries,

consignments are illegally disposed of in the absence of suitable processing

facilities”. GI-TOC also found groups involved in drugs and prostitution moving

into the plastic waste economy.
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5. Plastic waste

exportation is equivalent

to waste colonialism.

Global plastic waste trade has led to the

diversion of land and water resources,

establishment of polluting infrastructure

for waste management, and human rights

violations in importing countries all over

the world.

This is akin to “waste colonialism”, where more powerful countries export their

toxic waste problem to developing countries and acquire local resources to

meet their own goals.

Local communities, often marginalised groups, find themselves living in 

https://www.interpol.int/News-and-Events/News/2020/INTERPOL-report-alerts-to-sharp-rise-in-plastic-waste-crime
https://c4center.org/c4-center-brief-no-1-good-governance-and-the-global-plastic-waste-trade/
https://ec.europa.eu/anti-fraud/media-corner/news/olafs-work-against-waste-trafficking-helps-italian-authorities-stop-illicit-waste-2021-09-02_es
https://globalinitiative.net/analysis/illicit-trade-plastic-waste/
https://www.euronews.com/green/2021/11/15/slavery-human-trafficking-and-drugs-what-do-they-have-to-do-with-plastic-waste
https://www.no-burn.org/stop-waste-colonialism/


environments polluted by other peoples’ waste. They face health risks from toxic

chemicals at dumpsites, or greenhouse gases, dioxin, furan, and polychlorinated

biphenyls (PCBs) from fires that frequently occur. 

Problems arise not only through illegal waste dumping, as even the mechanical

recycling of plastic has been found to be a likely major source of microplastics

pollution. Workers at waste sorting and recycling facilities are also exposed to

occupational hazards without adequate protection, while whole communities

have become dependent on sorting imported waste. locked into dirty jobs.

Sustainable economic growth and resilience depend on healthy ecosystems. The

global trade in plastic waste, which has decimated local natural environments

with imported plastic scraps, is not facilitating economies of scale to enhance

circularity. It perpetuates injustice, and poisons the circular economy as toxic

chemicals are recycled from old waste into new products.

As the world recovers from COVID-19 and faces up to the threat of climate

change, economies must pursue low-carbon recovery. Job creation and

economic growth should be rooted in environmental sustainability across all

sectors, protecting human health, creating equitable and liveable cities, and

safeguarding the environment for future generations. 

Resource efficiency, responsible waste management, and stringent pollution

and emissions controls should be prioritised in both the Global North and the

Global South. Plastic is the new coal that must be phased out. 
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https://www.greenpeace.org.uk/resources/game-of-waste-report/#:~:text=This%20report%20details%20the%20chemical,or%20the%20burning%20of%20plastics.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0269749122003281?via%3Dihub
https://ipen.org/documents/widespread-chemical-contamination-recycled-plastic-pellets-globally
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5eda91260bbb7e7a4bf528d8/t/616ef29221985319611a64e0/1634661022294/REPORT_The_New-Coal_Plastics_and_Climate-Change_10-21-2021.pdf


6. Plastic waste exports

undermine domestic

waste management.

China’s waste import ban exposed the

inadequacy of Western plastic “recycling”

programmes. The oil and gas industry sold

the idea that the majority of plastic could

be and would be recycled, continuing to

make and sell new plastic while aware that 

recycling would never be economically or environmentally viable. In 2019, only

9% of plastic waste was recycled globally, while 22% was mismanaged.

The China ban redirected foreign plastic waste to other countries in the Global

South, which already have a low capacity to process their own domestic waste

and weak regulatory frameworks to protect workers and the environment. 

For example, Malaysia’s installed plastic recycling capacity is 515,009 tonnes but

now imports on average 835,000 tonnes of plastic waste annually, while

producing an estimated 2.4 million tonnes of plastic waste per year domestically. 

Indonesia has an installed plastic recycling capacity of 729,730 tonnes per year,

imports on average 246,000 tonnes per year and produces around 12.24 million

tonnes of plastic waste. This potentially leaves 11.7 million tonnes per year

mismanaged.

A new report found that the US is by far the world’s largest generator of plastic

waste, producing an estimated 42 million tonnes in 2016. In 2021, the US

exported 81,000 tonnes of plastic waste to Malaysia and 42,000 tonnes to

Indonesia, as well as to several other countries.

When there is insufficient plastic recycling capacity, the plastic waste trade

increases waste mismanagement by undermining domestic collection and

recycling programmes. 
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https://www.npr.org/2020/09/11/897692090/how-big-oil-misled-the-public-into-believing-plastic-would-be-recycled
https://www.oecd.org/newsroom/plastic-pollution-is-growing-relentlessly-as-waste-management-and-recycling-fall-short.htm
https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/EIA-The-Truth-Behind-Trash-FINAL.pdf
https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/EIA-The-Truth-Behind-Trash-FINAL.pdf
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/26132/reckoning-with-the-us-role-in-global-ocean-plastic-waste
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/26132/reckoning-with-the-us-role-in-global-ocean-plastic-waste
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/us-plastic-pollution
https://www.ban.org/plastic-waste-project-hub/trade-data/usa-export-data-2021-annual-summary
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2019/jun/17/recycled-plastic-america-global-crisis
https://chinadialogue.net/en/cities/thai-saleng-trash-collectors-livelihoods-threatened-by-waste-imports/


In both exporting and importing countries, trade distorts the externalities of

dealing with waste and removes incentives for proper waste management.

Pollution and responsibility are traded off together with the waste.

7. Plastic waste exports

allow greenwashing.

Japan reported an effective plastic

utilisation rate of 84% in 2018, which

included thermal recycling, or in other

words, incineration. Japan’s plastic waste

exports to other Asian countries,

meanwhile,  also remain high. Similarly,

Australia announced an export ban for

mixed plastic waste, but continues to allow the export of plastic waste dried and

compacted into “refuse-derived fuel”, driving massive investment in plastic

waste-to-fuel processing domestically and abroad.

Other top plastic waste exporters such as the US, Germany, and the UK also

continue to pass on the toxic burden of waste management to the importing

countries. Germany exports an average of 1 million tonnes of plastic waste

annually, topping the list of exporting countries from the EU. 

Meanwhile, the UK exported 61% of their plastic packaging waste in 2019 for

recycling or recovery treatment, helping the UK achieve a 49.5% recycling rate

for plastic packaging that year. In 2020, 20% of UK plastic waste (equating to 

 890,000 tonnes) of various types of plastic waste was exported, contributing to a

54% plastic recycling rate. That year, recovery treatment was rightly excluded

from being counted as “recycling” under the UK Extended Producer

Responsibility packaging scheme.

Significant quantities of plastic waste also travel as contaminants in paper waste,

notably from the US and Canda to India and Indonesia. Much of this exported

plastic waste ends up being burned — in open fields, in small-scale industrial
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https://www.pwmi.or.jp/ei/plastic_recycling_2019.pdf
https://www.ban.org/plastic-waste-project-hub/trade-data/japan-export-data
https://ipen.org/news/plastic-waste-fuels#media
https://publicintegrity.org/environment/pollution/pushing-plastic/americas-grungy-recycled-plastic-is-creating-wastelands-in-asia/
https://www.ban.org/news/2021/12/1/environmental-groups-move-quickly-and-block-the-export-of-german-plastic-waste-to-vietnam
https://www.greenpeace.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Trashed-Greenpeace-plastics-report-final.pdf?_ga=2.202946900.491688590.1646187973-300922383.1646187973
https://waste-management-world.com/a/germany-s-problems-with-plastic-waste
https://www.bpf.co.uk/press/exporting-plastic-waste-for-recycling.aspx
https://www.recoup.org/p/380/uk-household-plastics-collection-survey-2020
https://eia-international.org/report/the-uks-trade-in-plastic-waste/
https://www.no-burn.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/UNEA-publication-packet_waste-trade.pdf
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/enquete-recycling-plastics-montreal-1.6345558
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/11/14/world/asia/indonesia-tofu-dioxin-plastic.html


cookers, in waste-to-energy incinerators, or in cement kilns. Plastic waste also

forms a large portion of electronic and automotive waste streams. A majority of

textile waste also comprises plastic waste.

8. Plastic waste trade

promotes false solutions:

chemical recycling, waste-

to-energy, plastic-to-fuel.

Despite the global outcry, international

plastic waste dumping continues under

the guise of recycling, and plastic waste 

 exports may feed into polluting and

climate-harming thermal and chemical recovery and disposal operations in

importing countries.

Reuters exposed how ”advanced recycling” projects that have emerged in recent

years in response to the global explosion of plastic waste and failed, after

significant financial losses, including a Unilever “chemical recycling” plant in

Indonesia, which in fact uses thermal treatment (pyrolysis) in conjunction with

solvent-based processing.

Japan is expanding and exporting waste-to-energy and plastic-to-fuel

technologies to Southeast Asia, while Germany is doing the same in India and

other developing countries. These technologies refer to the processing of

municipal solid waste or plastic waste to produce energy through burning in

incinerators, cement kilns or other industrial boilers, as well as other thermal

treatment such as pyrolysis or gasification. 

Thermal technologies including incineration are extremely costly and

environmentally unsound approaches to managing plastic waste, producing

significant amounts of greenhouse gases, toxic air pollutants, highly toxic ash,

and other potentially hazardous residues.
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https://www.greenpeace.org/static/planet4-malaysia-stateless/2020/05/4dbab0db-the-recycling-myth-2.0-the-toxic-after-effects-of-imported-plastic-waste-in-malaysia.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/investigates/special-report/environment-plastic-oil-recycling/
https://www.no-burn.org/investigation-reveals-unilevers-expensive-plastic-sachet-chemical-recycling-failure/
https://www.no-burn.org/chemical-recycling-resources/
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Environment/Southeast-Asia-s-trash-Japan-Inc.-s-power-generating-treasure
https://www.giz.de/en/worldwide/66438.html
http://events.development.asia/system/files/materials/2016/09/201609-waste-energy-options-developing-countries-giz-perspective.pdf
https://www.no-burn.org/incineration/
https://www.ciel.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/OEEG-3-Position_-Urgency-of-Plastic-Pollution-Crisis.pdf


Imported plastic waste always comes with some level of contamination resulting

in residual non-recyclable waste that needs to be dealt with. Sending plastic

waste to developing countries and subsequently pushing these waste

incineration technologies on them is akin to taking others’ land, water, and air to

dump and burn plastic waste.

Other solutions to the plastic waste problem include downcycling activities such

as eco-bricks, plastic roading, and community-based recycling of plastic waste,

which contains the risk of toxic substances, additives, and microplastics leaching

into the open environment. Bio-based plastics are sometimes proposed as

alternatives but do not address waste or toxicity concerns and create other

challenges such as land use for crops.

Conclusion: we must eliminate plastic waste trade

from rich to weaker economies.

Several international agreements support the reduction of marine pollution to

protect marine ecosystems, including the Global Partnership on Marine Litter,

the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, and the Convention on

Biological Diversity. 

The Basel, Stockholm and Rotterdam conventions exist to regulate the trade

and disposal of hazardous and other wastes (including plastics), persistent

organic pollutants, and toxic chemicals.

Nevertheless, these end-of-life solutions are too little, too late. Pledges to

eliminate the discharge of plastic litter and microplastics into the oceans,

including by increasing recycling, will not be effective if plastic waste is still

allowed to be transported to countries with insufficient capacity to manage their

own domestic plastic waste. 
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http://www.basel.int/Portals/4/download.aspx?d=UNEP-CHW-LEAFLET-PUB-Brochure-PlasticPollution-2022.English.pdf


Plastic pollutes throughout its entire lifecycle; this must be acknowledged

and the leaks, particularly through the plastic waste trade, must be

plugged now. 

Plastic waste must be managed and disposed of as close as possible to where it

was generated, except where infrastructure is lacking to manage such waste

without harming the environment or human health. Exports from OECD to non-

OECD countries, Turkey, and Mexico, should be banned.

The negotiations and commitment to eliminate marine plastic pollution must

ensure continuous support for an ambitious and legally binding global plastic

treaty that addresses the full lifecycle of plastics, in particular, ensuring

adequate provisions for the reduction of virgin plastic production. Limiting

plastic waste exports without reducing plastic production will likely trigger more

dumping, landfilling, and burning.

In conclusion, allowing the trade of plastic waste and pursuing false solutions

like incineration will only block incentives for low-cost zero waste initiatives in

exporting and importing countries. Solutions should focus on creating zero-

waste economies with reduced plastic production, community-based delivery

systems prioritising reuse and refill, and waste collection with separation-at-

source, organics management, and truly circular recycling of non-toxic materials.

THE END
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https://www.no-burn.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/UNEA-publication-packet_waste-trade.pdf
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Cover image:  Lay Peng Pua on an abandoned bale of imported plastic waste, at

a former illegal plastic recycling factory site.

Location: Kampung Sungai Rambai, Selangor, Malaysia.

Date of capture: 16 May 2022.

Image credit: Mageswari Sangaralingam, Sahabat Alam Malaysia.

Page 1 image: A group of Malaysian activists at a former illegal dumping ground

for imported wastes uncovered plastic packaging that has fragmented into

microplastics.

Location: Kampung Sungai Rambai, Selangor, Malaysia.

Date of capture: 16 May 2022.

Image credit: Mageswari Sangaralingam, Sahabat Alam Malaysia.

Page 6 image: A visit to a plastic waste dumping ground.

Location: Kampung Sungai Rambai, Selangor, Malaysia.

Date of capture: 2019.

Image credit: Reuters.
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