
“Local governments often lack 
data about waste, concerning the 
types and quantities of plastics. 
They do not have the knowledge 
and resources to provide the 
infrastructure for the informal 
sector’s operations. International 
development cooperation 
should enable them to overcome 
challenges facing circular plastics 
management.” 
–Burcu TUNCER

Image Source: Wikimedia Commons. October 15, 2017. An unemployed man collects 
plastic from household refuse bins to onsell to plastic recyclers. Photo Credit: 
Vanderspuyr. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Plastic_recycler.jpg
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INSIGHT/EXAMPLE: Local authorities as driver for  
circularity in plastics packaging value chain 
 
City governments typically perceive that their role is at the 
end of the plastics packaging value chain, linked to mu-
nicipal waste management schemes. Indeed, the tasks of 
collection, sorting, processing, recycling, and disposal of 
plastics fall under their constituency. However, putting a fo-
cus only on these actions drives a linear economy perspec-
tive. The transition to a circular economy approach calls for 
plastic material to be seen as resource rather than waste. 
In that sense, city and local authorities that want to exercise 
an effective role in the circular plastics value chain need to 
start transitioning from waste to resource management.  
 
What opportunities do local governments have for circular 
management of plastics?

The opportunities for resource management of plastics 
can be well demonstrated through the Circular City Actions 

Framework that provides local authorities with five com-
plementary strategies they can practice to facilitate the 
shift away from the take-make-waste model. The upstream 
strategies are preventative and preferable to downstream 
strategies in circular plastics management.  
 
What challenges do local governments face to implement 
circular management of plastics?  
 
For local authorities to be able to implement these up-
stream and downstream strategies, the following challeng-
es need to be overcome:  
 
• Lack of data: Local governments often lack data about 
waste, concerning the types and quantities of plastics, 
which is essential for coming up with any action plan.  
 
• Shortfall in alternatives: In the case of banning single-use 
plastics or the requirement to source alternative packaging 
material, the local authorities face shortages in the supply 
of suitable alternatives. Collaboration with innovation hubs 
and incentivization of industries are required to make alter-
native materials widely available in the market.  
 
• Limited capacity:  To encourage the right alternatives in 
the market, technical evaluation, such as life cycle assess-
ments, must be carried out. For this, local authorities must 
be equipped with backstopping and technical assistance 
services. 
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• Management of hazardous content: Plastics often contain 
a complex blend of chemical substances. In regions and 
cities where plastic waste is collected and processed by the 
informal sector, handling of the hazardous content is chal-
lenging. Often, the authorities do not have the knowledge 
and resources to provide the infrastructure for the informal 
sector’s operations.  
 
• Scale of engagement and coordination: For the imple-
mentation of upstream measures, local authorities need to 
carry out intense engagement and negotiation with produc-
ing and importing companies that are often multinational 
conglomerates. Local governments are too small to tackle 
these capacity-intensive stakeholder engagement pro-
cess-es. Therefore, which national governments’ support is 
needed.  
 
All in all, international development cooperation working 
with city networks can enable local authorities to over-
come challenges facing circular plastics management, by 
providing technical assistance and peer-to-peer support 
platforms.

 
 
 
 
 
 

Rethink: Redesign the system 
Structurally support circular systems, re-think how value 
chains are organized and phase out linear incentives 1 
 
Regenerate: Harmonize with nature 
Ensure all infrastructure and production-consumption sys-
tems positively contribute to local resource and nutrient cycles 
and respect ecosystems’ regeneration rates 2 
 
Reuse: Use longer 
Extend the use of existing resources, products and infrastruc-
ture 3 

Reduce: Do better with less 
Design infrastructures, processes and products to reduce 
material & energy consumption and waste generation during 
production, use and end of life 4 
 
Recover: Close the loop 
Enable the recovery of materials at their end of life and facili-
tate their reintroduction in production processes 5 
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1. Example actions and policies for circular management of plastics packaging:  
• Support development of shorter plastics value chains 
• Avoid lock-in for generation of plastic packaging waste and encourage use of  
   alternative materials
• Support introduction of plastic material con-tent reduction goals into the  
   Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) schemes
• Ban or tax single use plastics packaging
• Include eco-design criteria in public procurement tenders (e.g. public offices  
   and school catering services) 
 
2. Example actions and policies for circular management of plastics packaging: 
• Incentivize low-impact and renewable materials for packaging and adjust  
   waste management systems to process biomaterials
• Provide water supply that is safe to drink or used for food preparation 
 
3. Example actions and policies for circular management of plastics packaging: 
• Support reuse schemes for plastics packaging
• Design and regulate for extended use of plastics packaging if it is not possible  
   to avoid its use

4. Example actions and policies for circular management of plastics packaging:
• Regulate and incentivize cleaner production of plastics packaging (i.e. with  
   less waste, energy and material inputs)
• Support industrial symbiosis solutions (i.e. closed-loop cycling of industrial  
   plastic waste)
• Support information campaigns and eco-labelling schemes for single use and  
   high-impact plastics 

5. Example actions and policies for circular management of plastics packaging:
• Establish plastic waste data monitoring systems
• Set plastics recycling targets
• Support introduction of design for disassembly, design for modularity targets  
   into the EPR schemes
• Collect plastic material separate from residual waste (i.e. mixed municipal  
   waste)
• Introduce door-to-door, bring-point collection and other systems that sort at  
   destination 
• Support formalization of informal plastic pack-aging waste picker and  
   collector communities
• Establish information centres for collectors, pickers, separators and recyclers 
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