
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“I grew up in an emerging economy, 
at the crossroads of three continents: 
Europe, Africa and Asia. At the 
time, in my low-middle income 
neighborhood and state school, 
buying a real ball to play football  
was quite a luxury.” 
–Alexander CHARALAMBOUS

ON PLASTICSBENDING THE LINEAR ECONOMY

Image Source: Wikimedia Commons. January 20, 2019. Children from poor areas can’t 
buy real balls so they make them out of plastic bags. Photo Credit: Mepereshka.  
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:African_football_ball.jpg



 
Alexander CHARALAMBOUS (ed.) 
Living Prospects 
Belgium

The kid and the ball: Can the future of plastics fit  
into a circle? 
 
Questioning the future of plastics is a story stemming from 
way back in my life. I remember as a child, spending time 
with my schoolmates stuffing a plastic soft drink bottle with 
paper. The bottle was barrel-shaped. However strange it 
may sound, the intention was to use it as a makeshift ball 
when playing football. And it worked.

I grew up in an emerging economy, at the crossroads of 
three continents: Europe, Africa and Asia. At that time, in my 
low-middle income neighborhood and state school, buying 
an actual football was quite a luxury for most families. The 
plastic bottle was a good alternative for a football. It was 
fairly easy to work with and quite enduring as a base ma-
terial. Endurance was of utmost importance as not many 
families could spare the money to buy soft drinks at school. 
Hence, our raw material for making footballs, was rather 
scarce. 

The bottom-line of this anecdote was that we were inspired 
by rumors circulating about boys our age in Brazil playing 
football in the streets with balls made from clothes and oth-
er materials. TV programs and our parents only confirmed 
the rumors, triggering our actions. Quite an inspiration, it 
was! 

We obviously lacked technical skills. And a learning process. 
We wanted to create a makeshift ball but what exactly did we 
need to do to make one? With no Google back then, there was 
not much discussion about knowledge and skills transfer. 
However, we were fortunately equipped with creativity. Left 
to our own devices, we did manage to imagine and device a 
suitable product in the end. But then again, we never won the 
World Cup as a nation. 

The plastic bottle ball kept everyone happy. It was an af-
fordable option for our parents and a less destructive option 
for our school teachers. After all, how far could a boy kick a 
plastic bottle? Definitely no broken windows! All in all, both 
family and school policies were conducive for the continued 
use of plastic bottles. Acceptance by family and school, 
meant financing was possible, too. It was not abundant but 
enough to buy us new plastic bottles when needed.

Interestingly, not all plastic balls were fit for play. Implemen-
tation of the concept was largely a matter of skills. It was 
not easy to select the right paper type to stuff the plastic 
bottle so that it would not come out after a few kicks or to 
find the correct angle to bend the lid to avoid getting hurt 
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when we got hit. Memories of friends mastering these skills 
came back to me years later when I was discussing with 
colleagues about solutions to extend the life of plastic bottles 
beyond their intended use. Simple ideas help achieve incre-
mental gains towards making plastics a resource rather 
than waste. 

These elements, inspiring, learning, enabling, financing and 
implementing, are what I believe will shape the future of 
plastics in the years to come. 

Inspiring is probably what we have been performing best at 
so far. Strong images of plastic pollution have alerted people 
worldwide and raised global awareness to the problem. Sto-
ries of people committed to de-pollute pristine beaches from 
plastics have an inspiring effect, notably on younger genera-
tions. At the same time, we have increasingly gotten used to 
plastic waste surrounding us. In some cases, we even tend 
to consider this a new normal. 

Learning is an ongoing process. We recently learned that 10 
rivers are responsible for over 80% of the plastics ending 
up in the oceans.1 Is this true? Or is it rather 1.000 rivers to 
blame? 2 We have to admit that we still have a lot to learn 
about plastic waste, and about the impact of plastics on na-
ture, on our economies, and on our lives.

Governments and other stakeholders are much concerned 
about establishing enabling conditions for sustainable plas-
tics value chains. Indeed, the momentum is good with mul-

tilateral partnerships and agreements promoting a circular 
economy in the plastics value chain having been established 
or being discussed, such as the Global Alliance on the 
Circular Economy and Resource Efficiency, the African CE 
Alliance, the Latin America and the Caribbean CE Coalition, 
and the Global Agreement on Plastics. Both producer and 
government responsibility systems are being designed and 
enacted in an increasing number of countries worldwide. 
Other policy models, involving consumer responsibility or 
third-party coordination are also applied. 

Next to a conducive policy environment, financing is crucial 
for scaling up the uptake of circular economy across global 
and local plastics value chains. Moving away from unsus-
tainable investments is an essential first step. Increasing 
sustainable investments is equally important. But the devil is 
in the details as we need to diversify sustainable investments 
beyond the usual suspects, like renewable energy produc-
tion and energy efficiency, if we are to address circularity in 
the plastics value chain. There is also a growing interest in 
blended finance, which gives access to a broader investor 
mix and enables flexibility in terms of both scaling invest-
ment and distributing risk. 

Last, but not least, is implementation. Innovation and tech-
nology form the backbone for scaling up circular economy 
uptake. However, the pathway is full of hurdles. Let me 
give you an example. The households or consumer goods 
sector, particularly in food packaging, account for the most 
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plastic waste produced. Yet developing solutions upstream 
and downstream the sector remains challenging. Currently, 
recycled PET is the only plastic material which has a recog-
nized standard for food grade recycling, although substantial 
efforts are being made to recycle the components of flexible 
plastics into food grade products. However, legislation for 
food grade recycled products is quite stringent and signifi-
cant research is required to assure that recycled packaging 
is safe for consumers. 

With no silver bullet in the horizon, the future of plastics 
may take several forms. Whatever it may be, prospects have 
never been better to push for increased sustainability in the 
sector.

A circular economy approach across the plastics value chain 
seems to emerge as a key resolution to halt the plastic waste 
tide and increasing sustainability in the sector. Yet, as I feel 
increasingly optimistic, I can’t help wondering when we final-
ly do solve the problem of plastic waste, would our kids as 
well as kids in emerging economies still want to use make-
shift plastic footballs to play? 
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