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Marine litter: a global challenge 

Health concerns

Degradation of marine ecosystems (13 billion Euros a year)

Impact on fisheries and aquaculture (1-5% of total fleet 
revenue) and ports/shipping

Tourism and coastal communities  (≈ 630 million euros)



Easter 
island pic

8 mill tons/yr in oceans
= 5 grocery bags of
plastic every foot of
coastline in the world.

85% of beach 
litter  is plastics



Exporting garbage

• EU exported 3 mill ton plastics to China until 
2018, US and other countries did the same

• 6 main plastic polluters are in the Asian region, 
where we export our garbage: coincidence?
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Towards Circular plastics?

EU: 31,1% collected 
for recycling (2016). 
+79% in 10 years

US: 8% recycled but 
going down (6%)

of EU plastics demand in 2015



A EUROPEAN STRATEGY FOR PLASTICS IN THE CIRCULAR ECONOMY



• All plastics packaging reusable or recyclable

• Sorting & recycling capacity X 4 (vs. 2015)

• 55% packaging recycling target (waste package)

Stimulate design for circularity

Better separate waste collection (waste 

legislation/Extended Producer Responsibility)

increase recycled content

Quality standards for sorted/recycled plastics

Policy Objectives

By 2030



Scope

• 70% covered of all marine litter: top 10 SUP (43%) + fishing gear (27%) 
• Source:

 Joint Research Center - European Regional Seas Conventions
 Marine Strategy Framework Directive

Non-plastic
16%

Fishing related
27%

Other 
plastics

7%

SUP top 10 items
86%

Remaining SUP 
items 14%

Single Used 
Plastics

50%

Most found marine litter items on European beaches



Action on single-use plastics and fishing gear

Different measures for each item 
taking into account:
- consumer behaviour/needs
- opportunities for businesses



Ranking

Ranking Item
1 Drinks bottles, caps and lids

2 Cigarette butts

3 Cotton buds sticks

4 Crisp packets / sweet wrappers

5 Sanitary applications

6 Plastic bags 

7 Cutlery, straws and stirrers

8 Drinks cups and cup lids

9 Balloons and balloon sticks

10 Food containers including fast food packaging



 Consumption 

reduction 

Market 

restriction 

Product 

design 

requirement 

Marking 

requirements 

Extended 

producer 

responsibility 

Separate 

collection 

objective 

Awareness 

raising 

measures 

Food containers X    X  X 

Cups for 

beverages 
X    X  X 

Cotton bud 

sticks 
 X      

Cutlery, plates, 

stirrers, straws 
 X      

Sticks for 

balloons 

 

Balloons 

 X      

   X X  X 

Packets & 

wrappers 
    X  X 

Beverage 

containers, their 

caps & lids 

- Beverage 

bottles 

  X  X  X 

  X  X X X 

Tobacco product 

filters 
    X  X 

Sanitary items: 

- Wet wipes 

- Sanitary 

towels 

 

 
  

 

X 

 

X 
 

 

X 

   X   X 

Plastic carrier 

bags 
    X  X 

Fishing gear     X  X 

 

Proportional   approach



• EU
• Framework for biodegradable plastics

• Report on oxo-degradable plastics  REACH restriction 

(microplastics)

• Curb microplastics pollution: 
• intentional added to products  REACH

• unintentional release (tyres, textiles and plastics pellets)

Micro plastics:  
a bigger problem

USA: 
• 2015 Microbead Act on cosmetics, toothpaste
• Trash Free Waters programme: https://www.epa.gov/trash-

free-waters
• Water is a priority for EPA Administrator A. Wheeler

https://www.epa.gov/trash-free-waters
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Micro plastics:   Intentionally added or

unintentionally released

• Towards general ban

• REACH

Cosmetics, 
detergents, 

paints,

• Harmonization

• Labelling, minimum 
requirements

Tyres, Textiles

• Chain certification

• PermittingPlastic pellets

• Research

• Urban waste water 
treatment

Others 



Market restriction

Measures for Single Use 
Plastics

• Restrictions only target the plastic content, not the product itself

• Only products with readily alternatives (single & multi use): 

 Cotton bud sticks

 Cutlery

 Plates

 Straws

 Beverage stirrers

 Sticks for balloons

• Product design requirement for the top littered item (single-
use beverage containers): plastic caps and lids must remain 
attached during use



Consumption reduction

Measures for Single 
Use Plastics

• Significant reduction of consumption of on-the-go products:

• Food containers 
• Cups for beverages

• Member States choose the appropriate measures

• Consumption reduction targets

• Economic instruments 

• Increase the availability of alternatives e.g. re-usable 



Measures for Single 
Use Plastics

Labelling

 Balloons

 Other products that are inappropriately disposed of through the 
sewers: sanitary towels and tampons/applicators & wet wipes 

 Implementing Act to define harmonised labelling requirements

Awareness raising and education campaigns
by Member States for all products not subject 

to market bans

Separate collection

• 90% separate collection target by 2025 for plastic beverage 
bottles (inter alia by Deposit Refund Systems and targets for EPR)



• Guidance on Extended Producer Responsibility fees

• Strategic Research Innovation Agenda for Plastics (2018)

• H2020 additional €100 million investments (up until 2020)

• Support the development of alternative feedstocks 
 lifecycle assessments including biomass



• Call for global action

• Support for multilateral initiatives on plastics

• Promote international industry standards development

• Development in cooperation funding 



• Projects to reduce plastic waste and marine 
litter in East and South-East Asia

• €9,2 million capacity building programme for 
ACP/Regional Seas, including marine litter 
(DEVCO, about to be launched)

• Adoption of Ocean Charter and G7 Innovation 
Challenge. 

• G20 Japan’s Presidency in 2020

• Ad Hoc Open Ended Working Group on 
marine plastics litter and microplastics
launched by UNEA3

• Global Plastic Platform launched at a side-
event at UNGA 73 hosted by FVP Timmermans 
and UNEP’s Executive Director Solheim

EU Plastics Strategy: examples 
of international actions  
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3R! (reduce, reuse and 
recycle) + collect

What can we do?



www.bereadytochange.eu/en/



Learn more about the EU plastics strategy and  circular 
economy

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/index_en.htm 


