“The EU recognizes the salience of
human rights and includes them

In trade and other negotiations.
However, we also see many Global
North countries shipping their waste
to Asia, claiming it to be recyclable.”
-Miko ALINO and Satyarupa SHEKHAR
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On European Union climate diplomacy and Asia

Martin KOCHHAN (MK): The European Union and Germany
are often seen as a first mover when it comes to environ-
mental regulation and standards. What can they do to ad-
vance the circular economy agenda in Asia?

Miko ALINO (MA) and Satyarupa SHEKHAR (SS): The Eu-
ropean Union’s Waste Framework Directive provides the
legal basis for managing waste. It is premised on the waste
hierarchy, which sets a priority order for all waste prevention
and management legislation and policy, making any waste
disposal a last resort. The EU Taxonomy Regulation lists
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economic activities that can contribute to climate change
mitigation and avoid significant harm to environmental objec-
tives. The regulation notably excludes waste incineration, in-
cluding those that generate energy, as it undermines efforts
to reduce waste, promote recycling and transit to a circular
economy. It means that those planning to build such plants
cannot receive climate-related subsidies or investments.

However, the sectoral implementation of Nationally Deter-
mined Contributions (NDCs) recommends introducing energy
feed-in tariffs for waste-to-energy (WTE) projects, as part

of climate mitigation plans, even though they are high car-
bon-intense sources of energy. It is perhaps controversial
that international financial institutions, such as the Asian De-
velopment Bank, actively promote carbon-intensive thermal
technologies for waste treatment. The European Union and
Germany could urge relevant financial institutions to adopt
the EU Taxonomy Regulation by withdrawing financing for
highly polluting activities such as waste incineration.

The EU Taxonomy Regulation can guide many governments
in Asia who have started recognizing the need for a sustain-
ability taxonomy framework to define which economic ac-
tivities and industries can be considered as environmentally
sustainable. A number of countries such as South Korea,
Singapore and Malaysia, as well as the ASEAN, have devel-
oped their own taxonomies to guide financing decisions when
it comes to environmental projects.
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MK: Many countries have introduced or are in the process of
introducing Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) regula-
tion. The idea is to make polluters pay for single use plastic
brought into circulation and, thereby, creating an incentive to
replace it with more sustainable alternatives. s this system
effective in curbing the production of throwaway plastics?

MA & SS: Extended Producer Responsibility regulations are
a positive step towards making businesses responsible for
the waste generated as a result of their direct and deliber-
ate choices in production processes, and delivery systems.
Well-designed EPR programs should not be limited to a
mere collection of fees to pay for collection or disposal.
Rather, they should encourage businesses to reduce plastic
in production, final products and packaging, to redesign
packaging and delivery systems, and to increase their reusa-
bility and material recovery schemes.

When correctly designed, EPR would not count disposal
technologies such as waste incineration, chemical recycling
and co-processing as aiding in material recovery. The Tech-
nical Expert Group on Sustainable Finance recommended
excluding burning refuse-derived fuel (RDF) in cement plants
because of established negative health and environment
impacts as well as their role in undermining waste minimiza-
tion. RDFs, however, are still part of the EU Taxonomy, likely
due to lobbying by the cement industry. In 2020, a cement
company in the Philippines, Holcim, burned almost 130,000
tons of municipal and agricultural waste (including plastic
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discards), claiming that these efforts were intended to “low-
er the carbon footprint and consumption of non-renewable
resources’. This action ignored the contamination of soil and
water as well as impediments to health and food safety due
to incineration, evidenced by a similar incident in a Swiss
village.

We find businesses attempting to undermine and subvert
good policies. Many fast-moving consumer goods companies
(FMCG), such as Coca Cola, Unilever, Nestle and Proctor &
Gamble, rely on producer responsibility organizations (PRO),
which are third-party businesses often set up by the FMCGs
themselves, to manage their single-use plastic waste. One
example is Terracycle that has been sued for misleading la-
bels regarding the recyclability of materials.

In another instance, we see a McDonald’s franchisee suing to
stop a single use packaging tax in Tibingen, Germany. This
Is a clear attempt to intimidate cities that want to follow the
Tubingen style of quickly reducing immense quantities of
single-use packaging.

MK: Some companies and institutions propose chemical
recycling as the magic bullet for the plastic crisis. Could this
technique be the missing puzzle piece to the solution?

MA & SS: The plastic industry promises that technology
would turn used plastics back to reusable plastics. However,
a study has found that only three dozen chemical recycling
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projects are operational and none of them engage with this
plastic conversion technology. In reality, chemical recycling
facilities process plastic waste into fossil fuel, which is later
burned. It does not address the root of the problem: more
and more plastic waste is being produced daily and this can-
not be managed in an environmentally-sound and financially
viable manner.

RDF for waste treatment is seen as a climate mitigation
activity by our project. GIZ partnered with cement company
Holcim and the University of Applied Sciences and Arts
Northwestern Switzerland (FHNW] to update a handbook

on co-processing municipal waste in cement kilns — a car-
bon-intensive waste treatment option that is gaining traction
as a quick fix to waste problems. In India, GIZ led the Climate
Smart Cities Assessment Framework, in cooperation with
the Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs and National Insti-
tute of Urban Affairs. In an Assessment Framework booklet,
waste-to-energy (WTE) and RDF are among waste treatment
processes that account for reduced greenhouse gas emis-
sions, even though both thermal technologies are known to
be carbon-intensive activities.

What we urgently need is real and meaningful actions. We
need governments and businesses to put more resources in
establishing zero waste systems by shifting from decentral-
ized waste management programs to reuse models.
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MK: The informal sector plays a vital role in the recycling
business in many countries in the Global South. However, the
working conditions are often detrimental to the waste pick-
ers’ health. What can be done to improve their situation?

MA & SS: In many cities in Asia, waste management infra-
structure significantly relies on waste pickers and informal
recyclers for collecting, sorting, reducing the amount of
waste burned, and diverting waste from landfills. By involv-
ing these workers, governments are not only achieving high-
er recycling rates, they also create opportunities for social
mobility . We need to equip these workers with the technical
capacity, infrastructure and financing so they can organize
themselves into formal contractors or service providers to
support remanufacture, repair, recycle and reuse systems in
a community or city.

The EU recognizes the salience of human rights and includes
them in trade and other negotiations. However, we also see
many Global North countries shipping their waste to Asia,
claiming it to be recyclable. In reality, much of this is munic-
ipal waste, including diapers, menstrual waste and single
use plastics, that can only be burned. This has led to waste
filling vast pristine fields and forests, rendering the land
unsuitable for cultivation or habitation. Instead, many Global
North businesses are paying waste picker groups and PROs
in the Global South to collect and dispose plastic waste to
earn credit. The response to the resulting human rights vio-
lations and compromises cannot and should not - be only the
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transfer to relatively cleaner technology to ensure recovery
of materials that promises minimal impact on humans and
the environment.

MK: International cooperation agencies work with Asian gov-
ernments to make their countries greener and more sustain-
able. Some projects were a success, some did not manage to
achieve the intended outcomes. How can the cooperation be
improved going forward?

MA & SS: Cooperation agencies share policies, practices and
technologies but these do not help address the root of the
problem. We need to shut down the plastic production tap.
For instance, in the Philippines, GIZ is active in climate-fo-
cused projects such as Cities Finance Facility and pilot food
hubs to support cities to develop financially sound business
proposals for low carbon and climate resilient infrastructure
projects. Yet, its business partners, like Holcim and Geocy-
cle, have expanded their co-processing capacity in the Philip-
pines. In 2020 alone, Holcim burned almost 130,000 tons of
municipal and agricultural waste (including plastic discards),
claiming that these efforts are intended to “to lower the car-
bon footprint and consumption of non-renewable resources”.

The Waste Solutions for a Circular Economy in India project,
funded by the German, Danish and British governments,

introduced a grant funding mechanism that awarded partial
grants for RDF units, which are seen as a climate mitigation
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activity by the project. Similarly, GIZ is working with the Alli-
ance to End Plastic Waste, a consortium that includes some
of the world’s biggest fossil fuel and chemical companies.

Instead of wasting investments in these technological fixes,
international cooperation agencies should focus on reducing
plastic production in the first place. EU cooperation agencies
should embody the principles of the EU’s Waste Framework
Directive and Taxonomy Regulation. They should facilitate
similarly ambitious policy frameworks and finance real
solutions that help developing countries transition to cli-
mate-friendly reuse systems.

Conclusion

In conclusion, we see that the EU and Germany, in particular,
have some noteworthy legislations. However, many of the
practices amount to double standards, waste colonialism
and environmental racism. We see many of these govern-
ments promoting “net zero” rather than zero emissions.
Plastic neutrality, plastic offsets and plastic credits are a
rehash of the dubious market-based schemes for carbon
trading and offsets, which failed to reduce carbon emissions.
We call on all EU countries to enforce the same standards
of health and environmental protection internationally as it
does for Europe. We need a new global treaty to address the
plastics crisis that is legally binding and covers harms along
the full life cycle of plastics with an open mandate to discuss
specific elements and mechanisms.
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