
“Today’s sustainability heroes have 
pinned the woes of the world on 
plastic. The public is flooded with 
images of injured sea animals. In 
spite of plastic being ubiquitous, 
our throwaway culture has made it 
infamous, but let us travel along the 
complete plastics value chain.” 
-Tamara VELDBOER, Ana Birliga SUTHERLAND

ON PLASTICSBENDING THE LINEAR ECONOMY
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Plastic—fantastic? Rethinking our relationship with our 
most controversial material

Today’s sustainability heroes have pinned the woes of the 
world on plastic, a condemnation all the more serious given 
the material’s presence in just about every consumer-citi-
zen’s life. From the food we eat and the clothes we wear to 
the cars we drive, plastic is everywhere. Cheap and cheerful, 
this miracle material has been mass produced for the better 
part of the last century, with the yearly rate of production 
now topping 380 million tons.1 While originally developed to 
protect and preserve natural resources, like wood, stone and 
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ivory, plastic has been critically scrutinized for its produc-
tion: from its sources - coal or oil - to end-of-use. The public 
is flooded with images of injured sea animals. In spite of 
plastic being ubiquitous, our throwaway culture has made it 
infamous. However, does it deserve its vilification?

Ultimately, the material itself has its advantages. It is in the 
way we produce, use and value it that creates harm. Some 
benefits are clear. For example, plastic-packaged food lasts 
longer, and the material’s lightweight profile means better 
fuel economy when used in vehicles.2 Overconsumption and 
end-of-use mismanagement, however, are rampant. It is 
time for a new plastics economy, guided by circular econ-
omy principles, where pollution and waste are kept out by 
design and unnecessary use is eliminated.3 The first step to 
downscaling linear practices is in changing how we value a 
material that has long been branded disposable. 

Let us journey along the value chain, highlighting the steps 
producers, brands and consumers can take to make plastics 
fantastic once again.

Producers 
More than half of the world’s polymer production for sin-
gle-use plastics can be traced back to just 20 companies.4 
While this observation may be disturbing, it is promises that 
changing the processes of 20 companies would have a titanic 
impact. It’ is time to invest in primary plastic production 
for what it truly is: a sunk cost. Investments can instead be 
poured into the deployment of novel delivery models, sub-
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stitute materials and improved recycling infrastructure (e.g. 
reusable formats, biodegradable materials or those with 
high material content, deposit/return schemes). But time is 
running out. Producers do not have the leeway for consum-
ers to demand change, legislators to force change or brands 
to strengthen requirements. There is a wealth of opportu-
nities provided by the circular economy - ones which do not 
waste any valuable resources - from tangible materials to 
intellect, time and money. It’s time to turn off the tap instead 
of producing more. We need action that makes the most of 
what we already have.

Brands 
The onus falls on producers to change how plastic is made. 
However, what can brands do once the material ends up in 
their hands depends on the product it will be used for. Suit-
able r-strategies can be proactively employed. For instance, 
consider the retail chain Lidl’s waste management company 
PreZero, which efficiently manages collection, sorting and 
recycling, driving innovation in the industry.5 Similar to 
producers, brands have a responsibility to publicly make 
commitments and act on them, while understanding that the 
gravity of the plastic problem goes beyond good PR. Setting 
targets and being transparent about progress and willing-
ness to pay higher prices for recycled plastics send a signal 
to the world that brands mean business. This sets the stage 
for further impact. Luckily, acting alone isn’t necessary nor 
wise. Brands can work towards better plastic management 
in collaboration with partners to identify and implement 

the most relevant circular strategies for their business or 
making use of free digital tools.6,i Beware that ‘one size fits 
all’ solutions will not suffice.  Circular strategies for plastics 
are heavily context-dependent. Swapping plastic for new ma-
terials, such as those marketed as compostable, will not be 
effective in areas without widely available infrastructure for 
composting, for example. Instead, a reduction in single-use 
and virgin materials should always be the first step. 

Consumers 
Consumers may be unaware of their plastic footprint or un-
certain how to cut it. Hence, taking it slow and understanding 
how and where to best phase out plastic is the first step. 
R-strategies are particularly relevant, from favoring prod-
ucts without unnecessary plastic (refuse) and incorporating 
reusable items (e.g. water bottle) into everyday life (reduce), 
to engaging with local schemes for reuse and recycling. 
Consumers have a special role to play in shaping the actions 
of brands and governments. They vote with their wallets and 
have the voices to spur change at the local level, in areas 
such as improved infrastructure for plastic waste manage-
ment. 

No panacea for plastics: Collective steps towards  
downscaling linear practices 
While all the actors in these three distinct steps have their 
role to play, collaboration between value chain actors must 
be at the center of reversing the global plastic panic. Across 
continents, inspiring, voluntary and regulatory initiatives are 
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abundant. We have the knowledge and solutions but to ac-
tually change behavior across the board we must recognize 
that cutting our plastic dependence and continuing to use 
material, where beneficial, are not mutually exclusive. At 
Circle Economy, we believe in collaborative action towards 
joint objectives, driven by metrics that quantify the impacts 
of circular strategies by making them comparable as well 
as uncovering their efficacy. The result? Making plastic truly 
fantastic once again. 
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