
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Sunlight can break down marine 
plastic into tens of thousands of 
chemical compounds, at least tenfold 
more complex than previously 
understood.” 
–Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution
Source: Image Source: Wikimedia Commons. December 10, 2016. The Great Pacific 
garbage patch causes vast quantities of trash to wash ashore at the south end of Hawaii. 
Very sad to see such scenic coastline spoiled by so much debris. Photo Credit: Justin 
Dolske. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Beach_trash_(30870156434).jpg
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Changing together: Plastic soup and multilateral  
sustainability goals 
 
For most readers of this INTERSECTING issue, there has 
been no life without plastic. Pretty much every commodity 
is made of plastic, or at least contains plastic parts. Its 
origins go back a little over a hundred years. After the Ger-
man chemist Hermann Staudinger discovered the chemical 
structure of polymers in 1917, a whole new set of possibil-
ities opened up for the industry almost overnight. With the 
knowledge of the nature of plastics, there was not much 
standing in the way of large-scale production (Staudinger 
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also received the Nobel Prize for this in the 1950s). This era 
was the beginning enthusiastic mass production of plastics, 
only that the world didn’t know yet the magnitude of the 
challenges that this invention would create.

The problems are manifold. There are health effects due to 
the pollution of water and ultimately soil by microplastics, 
which then enter the food chain of humans and animals. 
There are considerable costs for cleaning up and for waste 
disposal, which are mainly paid out of public budgets, 
financed by taxes; ultimately, they lack other important 
investments. As sensitivity to global warming is mounting 
and the problem plastic waste in the oceans has become 
obvious, the problematic impacts of plastics have gained 
global public awareness. Plastics are closely linked to the 
world’s oil production and, therefore, harmful greenhouse 
gas emissions. The Center for Climate and Energy Solu-
tions (C2ES) shows that nowadays “between 4 and 8 per-
cent of oil produced globally is used to make plastics, about 
the same amount of oil consumed each year by the global 
aviation sector, with natural gas being a growing source of 
plastics too.”

It was precisely in the 1950s that we encountered the mod-
ern plastic boom. Those plastics, such as polyethylene, 
which is obtained from natural gas, and polypropylene, 
which is based on crude oil, were produced on such a large 
scale that they are still the most widely used today. The 
new plastics, on the other hand, seem to offer everything 
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that the developing consumer society needs. They are light 
and malleable, and at the same time strong and durable. 
On top of that, they were becoming increasingly cheaper to 
produce. The exact point in time when exactly plastic finally 
became popular and widespread among the masses de-
pends somewhat on the region, but since the 1970s it was 
impossible to imagine everyday life without plastic.

In its early days, plastic was used almost exclusively in 
durable and reusable products. However, with generational 
changes and further development in the consumer society,  
a new type of use was added even though it has created 
problems that extend till date. From the 1970s single-use 
plastic came into circulation. Plastic had become so incred-
ibly cheap to produce that it could just as easily be thrown 
away after one use.  
 
It would take a good thirty years before the resulting envi-
ronmental pollution became a major issue. Today, there is a 
slow move away from single-use plastics towards reusable 
or biodegradable plastics. However, the consequences of 
the plastic revolution of the 20th century will probably ac-
company us throughout the 21st century.  
 
Meanwhile, the global plastics production grew from 15 
million metric tons in 1964 to 311 million in 2014. This is a 
twentyfold increase in just 50 years. Recently, production 
has reached close to 400 million tons.1 On its website, the 
German Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Con-

servation, Nuclear Safety and Consumer Protection writes 
that “if you put all that plastic on flatbed trucks, it would 
make a chain that would reach three times around the 
earth”. 
 
For some years now, research has been conducted into 
how much waste there is in the world’s oceans. Since then, 
plastics recycling has steadily gained importance in the 
debates of national and multilateral policies. Initially, these 
efforts were to primarily conserve natural resources; now, 
it is undertaken for its increasing importance to the circular 
economy and driven by the high level of public interest, es-
pecially through associated issues such as plastic waste in 
the world’s oceans.

The United Nation’s Agenda 2030 includes a series of tar-
gets referring to circular economy. Yet, none of the seven-
teen Sustainable Development Goals specifically targets 
oceanic plastic soups although there impact is universal 
and the problem is gaining importance on the international 
agenda. In July 2017, the United Nations met to discuss the 
implementation of SDG 14, Preserve and make sustainable 
use of oceans, seas and marine resources, and adopted the 
resolution ‘Our Ocean, our future: call for action’. All coun-
tries agreed to intensify their efforts to prevent pollution of 
the oceans, among others, by reducing plastics and micro-
plastics. There was special attention paid to the reduction 
of Single Use Plastic (SUP), in particular single-use pack-
aging plastics. 
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In 2021, 78 Member States of the United Nations have en-
dorsed a proposal for an international treaty on plastics 
and issued The Ocean Day Plastic Pollution Declaration at 
the High-Level Meeting on Oceans convened by the Pres-
ident of the UN General Assembly in June. The quest for 
solutions against plastics pollution have long focused on 
the conservation of natural resources, but this is changing 
rapidly. 

Issued during the T20/G20 Italy, the T20 policy brief ‚’Local-
izing the circular economy imperative in a post COVID-19 
era: place, trade and multilateralism’ values the fact that 
the ”G20 leaders have also moved from ‘recognizing’ the 
importance of resource efficiency to ’endorsing’ a Circular 
Carbon Economy (CCE) platform” and now promote a “G20 
Resource Efficiency Dialogue and a G20 Platform on SDG 
Localization and Intermediary Cities”. Besides, many indi-
vidual countries and regions have started to taking action 
and deal with issues of marine litter, single-use plastics 
and plastic waste management. 

There are examples of changing public and private gov-
ernance. The European Union has issued a directive on 
single-use plastics. ASEAN member states have adopted a 
regional action plan to tackle plastic pollution. At the same 
time, the New Plastics Economy Global Commitment and 
Plastics Pact, is a voluntary commitment of the private sec-
tor to set concrete targets and goals for a circular economy 
for plastics.  Many ”initiatives through corporate and gov-

ernment action are on the rise” but “their voluntary nature 
is unable to drive systematic change that the entire plastics 
economy requires”, according to the Center for Climate and 
Energy Solutions.  
 
INTERSECTING enters the global plastics and circular 
economy debate, to inspire a conducive narrative feeding 
into the T20/G20 process while building on the momentum 
of multilateral policy dialogues and commitments to the 
circular economy.2

The transformation from contemporary linear global eco-
nomic system to a circular one requires massive systemic, 
technical and social innovations as well as value networks 
adapted to them. Changing together and bending the linear 
economy will only succeed with a multi-stakeholder and 
multi-level approach, along and at the interfaces of value 
chains. Beyond the promotion of the basic 4Rs -  Reduce, 
Reuse, Repair and Recycle principles, we put forth the fol-
lowing recommendations at the core of any future change: 

1. Adopting a holistic paradigm of economic development 
and infrastructure delivery that integrates meaningful use 
and reuse of materials throughout the entire supply and 
value chains and life cycles;  
 
2. Working with public and private stakeholders to give 
traction to this new paradigm;  
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3. Developing better indicators for measuring and monitor-
ing circularity of businesses and economies at an aggre-
gate level;  
 
4. Facilitating inclusive and transparent public participation 
processes in the circular economy transition and enhancing 
social benefits to leave no one behind;  
 
5. Mobilizing financial and technical assistance to build up 
technical and institutional capacities to tackle the circular 
economy transition challenge;  
 
6. Aligning local and national policies and financial incen-
tives at regional and multilateral level to leverage public 
engagement and private capital to implement national 
circular economy transition strategies and accelerate the 
uptake of technological innovations.   
 
7. Promoting circular economy in national, regional and 
global COVID-19 economic recovery investment plans.  
 
 
1. The future of plastics: a new global treaty? — Center for Climate and 
Energy Solutions (c2es.org) 

2. GACERE, ACEA, LAC CE Coalition, G20 Resource Efficiency Dialogue. 
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