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Upstream policies towards a circular plastics economy

Between 1950 and 2015, the world created 6.3 billion tons of
plastic waste. It is estimated that 9% was recycled and 12%
incinerated, leaving almost 80% to accumulate in landfills
or in nature, often in the oceans. Today, approximately 8-12
million tons of plastic waste end up in the oceans every year,
making plastic the top pollutant of marine systems.

Over half of land-based plastic waste leakage comes from

just 5 countries: China, Indonesia, the Philippines, Vietham
and Thailand. Marine plastic pollution is detrimental to
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marine ecosystems, harming marine wildlife and creates
negative implications for ecosystem health. Plastic pollution
also poses risks for human health. The presence of plastic
in seafood, including fish and shellfish, and their subsequent
consumption by the public has led to concerns about chem-
ical bio-accumulation in the food chain. Research has found
microplastic contamination in tap water and bottled water
across several regions, including Europe, the United States
and Asia.! When looking at plastics as part of waste streams,
the dominant solutions and approaches in the last decades
have been about improving waste collection, sorting and
recycling, where ‘recycling’ mostly meant open loop down-
cycling.? When plastics are considered part of a real circular
economy, the post-consumption (i.e. waste component
becomes far less prominent; but “maintaining the value of
products, materials, and resources [...) in the economy for as
long as possible” ) becomes the new focus. To ‘maintain the
value', in the case of plastic packaging, means to move from
single-use to reusable packaging due to its lower environ-
mental footprint.*

Fostering such a transformation requires a multitude of
policies, from standardization to economic incentives. For
example, in the EU the new Single Use Plastic Directive bans
certain single-use plastic (SUP) products, such as straws,
cutlery, cups and the likes. Importantly, it also explicitly
covers products made from bio-based and biodegradable
plastics as they are often promoted as an alternative. In
addition to single-use plastic products, packaging can also
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be affected by the ban. Whether food packaging is subject to
the ban depends if it could be carelessly discarded due to its
volume or size.

Another important approach to prevent plastic in the envi-
ronment is through national legislation targeting Extended
Producer Responsibility (EPR), such as the amended German
Packaging Act which puts forward a deposit obligation on
disposable plastic beverage bottles and beverage cans.
From 2024, it would also include milk and dairy products
containers.

Further, the amended act requires a minimum recycled
content, also known as recyclate, of 25% for disposable
beverage bottles made of polyethylene terephthalate (PET),
and this increase to 30% in 2030. Consumer communication
plays a significant role in raising awareness and sharing best
practices about disposing plastic items that cannot be avoid-
ed, such as wet wipes or sanitary pads.

Lastly, from 2023 onwards, catering establishments (i.e.
restaurants or food delivery services) must offer reusable
packaging as an alternative to disposable containers for food
and drinks that are handed out for take-away.
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Upstream measures in Southeast Asia

The EU and German examples cannot be transferred directly
and applied to the Southeast Asian context. Infrastructure,
markets, systems and legislations differ substantially. For
example, while Thailand has banned SUP applications it

Is only now thinking about introducing an EPR system that
could easily take another 5 years to be implemented.

However, many countries are now moving from downstream
waste management and sorting to upstream policy mea-
sures. “These aim at reducing the waste volume so they
address different material cycle steps and levels in the
waste hierarchy,” explains Clara Loew, a researcher at the
German-based Oko-Institut, a think tank for applied ecology.

The project Collaborative Actions for Single-Use Plastic Pre-
vention in South-East Asia (CAP SEA) supports Thailand, Ma-
laysia and Indonesia to design and implement such upstream
measures to prevent SUPs from entering the market in the
first place. CAP SEA is financed by the German Ministry of
Environment and Nuclear Safety (BMU) and implemented by
the Deutsche Gesellschaft fur Internationale Zusammenar-

beit (GIZ):

1. Prevention by re-use: Packaging waste can be significantly
reduced through reusable beverage and food containers and
also refilling solutions for household products like shampoos
and detergents. For reuse systems to flourish, they need a
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functioning market. On the supply side, we need companies
offering solutions and alternatives to single-use plastics.

To this end, CAP SEA, in partnership with ENVIU, has set up
three start-ups in Malaysia and Indonesia that will provide
reuse solutions. For example, ENVIU has developed food
containers and established (reverse) logistics to provide food
delivery in reusable packaging. On the demand side, GIZ and
ENVIU cooperate with existing food delivery platforms and
municipalities to scale up outreach to the customer base.
The Shah Alam Municipality in Malaysia, the Phuket Munici-
pality in Thailand and possibly the Jakarta metropolitan area
in Indonesia support such activities. CAP SEA supports these
municipalities to develop SUP action plans and policies, such
as the Green Public Procurement, which outlines ways to
increase reuse and prevent single-use plastics. In Phuket,
CAP SEA has supported the governor and the municipality to
create a business community made up of hotel associations,
restaurants and malls to promote the uptake of multi-use
packaging and SUP prevention. This is aimed a rebranding
the famous tourist island as sustainable.

2. Design for recycling and recycled content: Another ap-
proach on the policy-side is to ensure that the plastic that is
used for a product (e.g. a plastic drinking bottle) is easy to
recycle. As a general rule of thumb, products consisting of
one polymer are easier to recycle than compound materials
(e.g. sachets). This, in combination with recycled content
requirements similar to those in Germany, contributes to
reducing the use of virgin plastic, thereby closing the loop
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further. Within the CAP SEA project, government agencies,
standardization bodies, industry representatives and other
relevant stakeholders work to develop Design for Recycling
Standards in the three countries. While CAP SEA hopes to
introduce a minimum requirement for recycling content and
design-for-recycling, we also aim to introduce a ambitious
standard, albeit voluntary, which could be certified by the
existing type 1 eco-label system in the region.

To tackle the plastic crisis and move towards a more circular
economy, a wide range of innovations and changes are nec-
essary. "The CAP SEA project comes at a good time, where
the Thai government is giving importance to this topic, espe-
cially with the Bio-Circular-Green Economy (BCG) model,”
says Dr. Wijarn Simachaya, President of the Thailand Envi-
ronment Institute and Chairperson of the Circular Economy
Sub-committee of the National BCG Committee.
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