
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Plastics will dominate the growth in 
use of petrochemicals as feedstock 
in plastics production through 2050 
under business-as-usual practices. 
The largest segment of demand 
growth for plastic production is 
predominantly single-use plastic.” 
–Jazlyn LEE
Image Source: Wikimedia Commons. August 6, 2017. Rest from a plastics processing 
machine at a recycling centre. Photo Credit: Ermell. https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Kunststoff_Plastik_Rest_Abfall_1446-PSD.jpg
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Making plastics part of the solution 
 
Plastics make our lives easy and keep us safe. However, 
they may also pose a threat to our planet and prosperity. 
This was particularly felt with the circumstances surround-
ing the ongoing and escalating COVID-19 pandemic, notably 
the movement restrictions and safety concerns, which 
skyrocketed take-outs and deliveries and, among others, 
caused a spike in packaging waste generation. This begs 
the urgency to have a holistic waste management approach 
that is able to take on the huge load of waste generated.  
 
While plastic pollution is a global problem, a 2017 report 1 
by Ocean Conservancy and McKinsey Center for Business 
and Environment showed that around 60% of marine plastic 
debris enters the ocean from just five countries in Asia. 
A more recent series of studies 2 conducted by the World 
Bank in 2021 across three countries, namely Malaysia, 
Thailand and the Philippines, indicate that there is a total 

of over 5 million tons of plastic consumed each year. From 
this, only 18 – 28% of key plastic resins are recycled, lead-
ing to nearly $6 billion of the material value lost annually. 

Overall, plastic supply chains have a considerable carbon 
footprint, from the extraction of fossil fuels to the dispos-
al of plastic products. According to a report from CIEL,3 
the plastic sector alone would consume up to 19% of the 
world’s remaining carbon budget to limit global mean 
temperature rise to below 1.5°C by 2040, under a busi-
ness-as-usual growth model. 

As the transportation and power industries are transition-
ing away from fossil fuels towards renewable energy, there 
is still a growing demand for petrochemicals and oil from 
the plastic production industry. BP’s 2020 Energy Outlook 4 
forecasts that although the overall global oil demand will 
slow down, plastics will dominate the growth in use of 
petrochemicals as feedstock in plastics production through 
2050, under business-as-usual practices. The largest seg-
ment of demand growth for plastic production is predom-
inantly single-use plastics. However, plastic demand and 
management are likely to see continuous evolution, as the 
world begins to transition from a linear plastic system to a 
circular one.

Currently, the world’s plastic problem lies in poor designs 
of packaging that limit recycling, and inefficient collection 
and processing of plastic products at the end of their life. 
This   places responsibility and great costs on consumers, 
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governments and others at the end of the supply chain, 
rather than on the producers. If we look carefully at the 
packaging of products we use daily, we will see a worrying 
number of different materials and layers of packaging, all 
purely driven by marketing decisions.  

In Southeast Asia (SEA), waste management has always 
been the responsibility of the public and government, and 
the system has proven to be highly inefficient. A revision of 
the existing system is crucial to demand greater respon-
sibility from producers through an Extended Producer 
Responsibility (EPR) scheme which holds producers ac-
countable for end-of-life products. The scheme requires 
governments to enact EPR guidelines and regulations that 
mandate producers to ensure a clean and healthy envi-
ronment,   beginning with product conceptualization and 
product design, all the way to the production, distribution, 
post-consumption and collection phases. All in all, produc-
ers would take greater responsibility throughout the entire 
lifecycle of their products and packaging. 

Under the EPR scheme, the responsibility of the manufac-
turer goes beyond waste treatment and recycling. The EPR 
scheme addresses four key issues, such as waste avoid-
ance, prevention and minimization of material use; waste 
collection and sorting; material recovery, recycling and 
reuse; and proper treatment and disposal of wastes with 
minimal environmental and social impact. Even though the 
outlook of plastic waste management seems grim, there 

is a growing momentum for solutions within all sectors. 
Commitments to a circular economy are gaining traction 
and there is a growing appetite for change. Policymakers 
are enacting stringent regulations and policies to address 
plastic pollution.

In SEA countries, some of the more progressive enter-
prises are proactively incorporating circularity into their 
products and packaging, by switching to recyclable and 
recycled materials as well as adapting a reuse model. Vol-
untary Producer Responsibility Organizations (PROs) and 
corporate alliances have been formed by several consumer 
brands to drive the establishment of the EPR scheme. 

In recent years, a considerable amount of financial institu-
tions’ (FIs) and investors’ actions related to plastics and the 
circular economy indicate a growing interest in the issue of 
plastics pollution. This is set to change the business out-
look. Financial risks and opportunities arising from plastic 
action and inaction can be substantial, especially with the 
potential increase in operational and compliance costs due 
to the imposition of green taxes, bans and trade restrictions 
by governments on national and regional level. FIs are now 
closely assessing plastics-related risks and supporting 
companies to effectively communicate and disclose plastic 
impacts in their Environment, Social and Governance relat-
ed reporting. 
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As the Breaking the Plastic Wave 5 report highlights, the 
plastics problem is so large that simply expanding waste 
collection, landfill, incineration and recycling capacities 
lend false hope. The most significant step would be to com-
bine these downstream measures with an absolute reduc-
tion of plastic in the system. The time to act is now.

Jazlyn Lee is a SEA regional coordinator for the EPR proj-
ect 6 that is part of WWF’s No Plastic In Nature by 2030 
Initiative. She drives engagement with businesses and gov-
ernments in targeted countries in Southeast Asia to build a 
collective action and systemic approach to address plastic 
pollution. Jazlyn holds a Master’s Degree in Economics 
from University of Malaya.
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