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Introduction 

Following policy changes in Asia, the world’s recycling is in a crisis that could 

dramatically increase greenhouse gas emissions. One year ago, China—the world’s largest 

consumer of discarded plastics—passed legislation banning almost all waste imports. Since 1992 

China has accepted 45% of the world’s cumulative plastic imports for recycling. The recent ban, 

an effort to address mounting domestic pollution and public health hazards, will force a paradigm 

shift in how other nations deal with their plastic waste.1 In 2017, the U.S., along with many other 

western countries, sent most of its plastic waste to China and Hong Kong. Without this option, 

more countries and municipalities are burning or landfilling plastic, creating a serious global 

warming risk. Incineration and other alternatives to recycling emit CO2 on a scale with massive 

gasoline consumption and car use, threatening disastrous consequences globally. Finding a 

solution for placing or disposing of tons of waste will require both diplomatic and legal action as 

well as efforts to prevent the untenable increase in plastic waste generation. 

Plastic Waste’s Diplomatic Standing 

The plastic waste that would have gone to China has now been shipped to southeast 

Asian countries who are ill-equipped to cope with such large quantities of recycling material. In 

the six months following China’s ban, imports of plastic waste climbed significantly in South 

Korea, doubled in Vietnam, increased by 56% in Indonesia and by an astonishing 1,370% in 

Thailand.2  These countries lack a sufficient number plants to deal with this influx while local 

laws are often insufficient to ensure proper recycling, so much of the plastic ends up in landfills 

or incinerators. 

As plastic imports overwhelm facilities and threaten to produce serious pollution, other 

Asian countries are now beginning to follow China’s lead by refusing waste. Vietnam, India and 

Thailand all plan to block imported plastic waste in the next few years. Taiwan declared it will 

only accept plastic that is sorted into one easily recyclable type. The Philippines (which recently 

forced Canada to take back cargo ships of plastic waste) and Malaysia are considering similar 

bans.3 In May, a group of more than 180 countries updated the 1989 Basel Convention to restrict 
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the shipment of plastic waste to poor countries, labeling it as toxic. This update, taking effect in 

January 2021, requires countries who ship plastic scrap to obtain prior consent from the 

destination country, and gives nations the legal authority to refuse unwanted or unmanageable 

waste. The resulting diplomatic and logistical confusion has the potential to worsen 

environmental degradation and increase greenhouse gasses. 

Where Does Plastic Go Now? 

As developing countries refuse to take in waste, more plastics are ending up in landfills, 

incinerators, or simply as litter. China’s ban occurred at a time when many recycling programs in 

developed countries had transitioned to “single stream” systems in which waste is no longer 

separated into material types. At the same time, complex multi-composition packaging has 

become more common. Consequently, much of the plastic is contaminated by food and other 

trash materials, making it unrecyclable.4 In China, the workers who sort and clean plastics before 

recycling them, were paid such low wages businesses could turn a profit while disposing of 

complicated waste. Countries with higher wages, like America, are unable to do the same, and 

decades of reliance on China has stifled the development of alternative innovative solutions.  

American recycling firms are now overwhelmed with domestic plastic. The quantities of 

waste collected and the prevalence of dirty or unrecyclable plastics have drastically driven up 

costs for recycling. Virgin plastics are cheaper than recycled plastics, leaving many firms with 

losses. Towns and cities across the U.S. have dealt with failing recycling programs and growing 

amounts of plastics in various ways. Some have begun education campaigns, others no longer 

pick up plastic waste, cancel recycling programs entirely, or simply send potential recycling 

material directly to landfills or incinerators.1  

This occurs at a time when America and the world is generating more plastic waste than 

ever before, increasing by staggering percentages every year. Incineration is now rising across 

Europe, with England burning 11 million tons of plastic last year, up 665,000 tons from the 

previous year.4 Australia is facing a similar recycling crisis, struggling to dispense with the 1.3 

million-ton backlog of plastic previously intended for Chinese import.4 Across the world 
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countries are failing to finance and accommodate the proper recycling of plastics, prompting a 

veritable threat to emissions management. 

Implications for Climate Change 

When recycling is abandoned, plastic’s destination becomes the landfill or the 

incinerator, both of which have serious environmental consequences. Burning plastic emits 

significant quantities of the greenhouse gas CO2. According to a recent report from the Center for 

International Environmental Law, net greenhouse gas emissions attributable to the burning of 

plastic were around 16 million megatons in 2015, with plastic waste incineration in the U.S. 

equaling the climate impact of 1.26 million passenger vehicles driven in a year, or more than half 

a billion gallons of gasoline consumed.5  

Landfilling also produces emissions as a result of handling and transporting waste and 

unplanned landfill fires, 8,300 of which are reported in the U.S. on average each year.5 Dumped 

or littered plastic has been found to emit greenhouse gases over time due to exposure to ambient 

solar radiation. Recycling is preferable to these fallback options, but the practice sending plastic 

waste across the world itself contributes emissions from shipping and aviation exhaust. Local, 

sustainable recycling is the best option for disposal, but even local transport and processing has 

negative environmental effects. Preventing such waste in the first place is the optimal way to 

protect the atmosphere. 

Solutions 

So how can the world grapple with mountains of unwanted plastic waste without further 

damaging our climate? A sustainable solution requires diplomacy, enlightened policy, and 

prevention. It is no longer viable for wealthy countries to continue dumping their plastic on 

poorer, ill-equipped ones. Nations and other governing bodies will need to restrict and monitor 

the flow of plastic across borders and improve the infrastructure for dealing with the problem on 

a local level. The amendment to the Basel Convention empowering countries to refuse waste 

gives a solid legal grounding for blocking exports, as demonstrated in the case of the Philippines 

and Canada. The Pacific Centre for Environmental Law and Litigation published an opinion 
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finding Canada in violation of the Basel Convention for shipping waste illegally and under false 

declaration.9 The adherence to diplomatic convention and enforcement of international laws is 

vital to preventing the burning and landfilling of unwanted plastic waste in developing countries. 

Law enforcement should function in partnership with local policy action against plastic 

landfilling and incineration, increased support for recycling programs, and a stricter adherence to 

plastic sorting and cleaning. 

At the root of this crisis, however, lie the dizzying amounts of plastic waste we generate. 

To inhibit its production would be to address climate change risk directly. A recent report 

published by the Center for International Environmental Law succinctly states, “the climate 

benefits of zero waste are clear: non- essential plastic packaging would be eliminated entirely, 

resulting in no emissions from down- stream waste management.”5 Progress towards zero waste 

requires further political and economic instruments.  

Today, nations (and in the U.S., individual states) are employing levies and bans against 

certain types of plastic with increasing frequency. A U.N. report states that government bans, 

when implemented with proper planning and enforcement to prevent a rise in black market 

plastics, are among the most effective strategies for curtailing the use and disposal of plastic.6  

More than 50 nations around the world have passed some form of plastics ban. India’s prime 

minister pledged to eliminate all single-use plastics by 2022; European countries have introduced 

taxes on plastic bags; while China, Kenya and Morocco have banned thin plastic bags outright.6  

In California, lawmakers have proposed phasing out non-recyclable plastic products, and new 

legislation will require plastics to be reusable, fully recyclable or compostable by 2030. 

Partnerships with companies to support sustainable alternatives or voluntary agreements present 

alternatives to legal bans by allowing consumers to gradually adjust behavior.6 

 Engaging consumers in education schemes and encouraging voluntary behavior changes 

lays the groundwork for sustained plastic reduction. A general awareness of how to recycle 

properly as well as reuse, share or repair assets instead of purchasing anew can greatly reduce 

waste generation.  At the moment about 25% of the waste deposited in blue bins in the U.S. is 

contaminated and unrecyclable.7 Educating the public about cleaning and separating plastics, and 

informing them about the waste crisis created by plastics could improve recycling practices, may 
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further encourage citizens to pressure their governments to take action. Public campaigns to ban 

plastic bags, for example, have met with success in Bali and New Zealand, and informed 

consumers can advocate for biodegradable plastic alternatives such as wood, corn starch and 

sugar cane.   

 There are instruments for reducing waste that show tremendous potential, but it is critical 

that countries employ them swiftly and effectively. Though recycling rates across the EU have 

risen from 43.7% in 2014 to 46.4% in 2017, only nine EU countries are on track to reach the 

agreed upon goal of 50% by 2020, while five have achieved it. In pursuit of accountability, 

lawyers have brought 173 cases of failure to implement EU environmental waste laws to court to 

trigger infringement procedures against governments. Legislative entities and policy makers, 

working together with an educated population, have the ability to counteract plastic waste’s 

impact on our climate. 

 

What You Can Do? 

Individuals can use their power as consumers and citizens to prevent the generation of 

plastic waste and to improve the management of the waste that remains. Remaining informed 

about local recycling rules, learning to clean plastics and sort correctly, and seeking out and 

purchasing recyclable plastics, all increase the chance that one’s waste is correctly recycled 

rather than burned or landfilled. There are also simple steps towards consuming less and reusing 

more plastic (switching to reusable bags, water bottles, straws, for example) or seeking out 

plastic alternatives where possible.  

Citizens can use their voice in democratic processes to support policy measures like 

plastic bans, multi-stream recycling programs, and measures blocking landfilling and 

incineration. The global recycling crisis should be a wake-up call, reminding us that plastic waste 

is a key contributor to the greenhouse gasses that are destroying our world. To curtail plastic’s 

impact on climate change, governments and citizens must not only address how waste is treated 

and recycled, but also stem the flow of plastic at its source, fighting to reduce or eliminate 
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disposable plastics and advocating strongly for alternatives. As export possibilities shrink, we 

have no choice but to commit to the hard work of dealing with our own garbage. 
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