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SINGLE USE PLASTICS
Europe is a global driver of marine litter as a major producer, consumer and exporter of
plastics and plastic waste1. Single use plastics are a major source of marine litter. Items
such as bags, bottles and straws present a physical danger for marine life. In landfill or in
our oceans, these everyday objects result in a vast loss of energetic and material value to
the economy. The transition to a circular economy offers opportunities to close the loop
and prevent marine litter and its ecological, social and economic impacts.
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Europe produced 23% or 52mt of the world’s plastics in 2015, of
which 39.5% or 20.5mt were used to produce packaging.2
What are single use plastics?




Single use plastics can include any disposable plastic item which is designed to be used
only once. Single use items are often used in packaging, consumer products, cosmetics
and healthcare. Examples include: light-weight plastic bags, disposable utensils,
beverage containers, coffee capsules, wet wipes, and razor blades.
International beach clean-up data from the Ocean Conservancy shows that plastic
drinks bottles, food wrappers, plastic bottle caps, straws and stirrers, plastic bags and
plastic lids are amongst the top ten most common items collected.3

Globally, 4.8 to 12.7mt of plastic enter the ocean annually just
from mismanaged waste at coastlines.9
Why is it a problem?






Environmental impacts: Meso to macro sized (5mm> <1m) marine plastics impact on
marine species such as birds, marine mammals and turtles; ingestion or entanglement
can cause injury and even death. Marine ecosystem externalities from packaging
waste amount to an estimated EUR 12 billion annually.4
Socio-economic and material loss: Although the perceived value of single use items is
low, EUR 72-108 billion of material value from plastic packaging alone is lost to the
economy each year.6 Sectors such as tourism, fishing and shipping are commonly
impacted by marine litter, and there is an economic burden on local authorities
through clean-up costs.7
Microplastics: Plastic items can fragment in the marine environment and become
microplastics (i.e. they are secondary sources of microplastics). The impacts of
microplastics are complex but becoming better understood.8

~90% of sea gulls’ stomachs contain plastics.5
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In 2015, 1,024,470 plastic bottles were collected in beach
clean-ups across the globe.3 Compared to single use products,
refillable bottles have a 50-60% smaller ecological footprint.10
What solutions are there to the problem?
Action on single use plastics – Key Examples!







1990-present: In Gemany, the Verpackungsverordnung established EPR on
packaging, it prioritises refillable bottles, and introduced one way deposit for PET
bottles (EUR 0.25); today 98.5% of refillable bottles are returned.11
2002: Ireland introduces plastic bag levy of EUR 0.15, increasing to EUR 0.22 in
2007. Per capita usage falls from 328 to 21 bags per year.12
2015: EU introduces Directive (2015/720) on the consumption of lightweight
plastic carrier bags.
2016: The City of Hamburg introduces Green Public Procurement (GPP) rules
banning municipal use of coffee capsules, single use bottles and utensils.13
2016: France announces bans on single use plastic bags (from 2017) and single use
plastic cups, cutlery and plates (from 2020).14

How does this link to the circular economy package?
The EU Action Plan for the Circular Economy (COM/2015/614) offers the potential to help
reduce the scale and impacts of marine litter, including single use plastics, while increasing
the value of materials in the EU economy. Plastic based single use items should be
considered in the Commission’s forthcoming strategy on plastics in the circular economy,
in line with its commitments to address marine litter. Additionally, the Commission is
committed to creating incentives for better product design through provisions on extended
producer responsibility. Waste legislation which encourages reuse, coupled with objectives
to reduce landfilling, as well as foot-printing and whole life costing, will force us to
reconsider our current everyday behaviour, presenting both a socio-economic and
environmental opportunity.

USEFUL LINKS
UNEP Valuing Plastics Report:
www.unep.org/pdf/ValuingPlastic/

WEF New Plastics Economy Report:
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Th
e_New_Plastics_Economy.pdf

Eunomia Plastics in the Marine
Environment:
http://www.eunomia.co.uk/reportstools/plastics-in-the-marineenvironment/

Ocean Conservancy – Ocean Trash
Index:
http://www.oceanconservancy.org/ourwork/international-coastal-cleanup/2016ocean-trash-index.html

Economics of Marine Litter – Springer
Open:
http://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007
%2F978-3-319-16510-3_14#page-1

Policy recommendations
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Prioritise action on single use plastics in the EU Plastics Strategy through extended producer
responsibility and improved product design to reduce risks from single use plastic packaging.
Encourage wider use of instruments that have been proven to work – e.g. bottle deposit refund
schemes in Germany and plastic bag taxes in Ireland.
Legislate to avoid the use of single use products in all sectors, particularly where they are
avoidable, including coffee capsules, wet wipes, and razor blades.
Fast-track the full implementation of existing legislation such as the Waste Framework
Directive, Water Framework Directive, and Directive on lightweight carrier bags Promote the
use of monetary based instruments for other common marine litter products. For example
encourage the use of deposit refund schemes for beverage containers, plastic bag taxes, and
the use of GPP, learning lessons from best practice across the EU.
Invest in waste management at critical locations including ports, beaches and cities, and ensure
regular collection services for both recyclable and residual waste.
Raise consumer awareness of the impacts of marine litter and options for substitute products,
to help change consumption and littering habits that risk burdening the marine environment.
Develop clear guidance on the use of biodegradable or oxo-fragmenting plastics, both of which
can entail important impacts as marine litter (entanglement and ingestion).15
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