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In plastics, united we are! But it is time to bend the linear
economy and turn 20% of the world economy circular by 2030

In the spring of 2021, the first session of the Circular Economy
Solutions Dialogues on plastics kicked-off online, following the
Global Solutions Summit which was also held virtually, as the
COVID-19 pandemic still held its firm grip on the world with
fundamental ramifications on our life.

On the streets, passers-by were wearing single-use polymer
masks as they made their way around their daily lives. Many
resorted to take-away food in foam containers as restaurants
were closed. Coffee shops’ refill schemes stopped due to
safety concerns. In the U.S,, plastic bag bans were even rolled
back. Images of disposable masks and other medical devices
littering river banks, seashores and even the bottom of high
seas soon filled the space on social networks, whereas un-
even global access to vaccination highlighted staggering public
health inequalities between high-income and low-income
regions.

The pandemic has exacerbated a problem the world has been
ignoring for too long: steadily mounting quantities of plastic
waste, with far-reaching visible, and less visible, chemical
consequences on the environment, wildlife, and humans. Yet
in plastics united we are! 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.

BENDING THE LINEAR ECONOMY

Today, approximately 8 to 12 million tons of plastic waste end
up in the oceans every year, making plastic the top pollutant
of marine systems. Through interconnected ecosystems, we
are now all ingesting plastic. Plastic is everywhere. It flows
from about 1,000 rivers, especially from 10 of them, into the
seas. Meanwhile, on land, just 20 multinational companies are
reportedly responsible for over 50% of the world’s total plastic
waste, whereas the growth of urbanization yields exponential
waste production and dispersion.

Repeated waves of mutating COVID-19 virus strains and lock-
downs have severely impacted global growth, with a global
decline in 2020 and an uneven recovery in 2021, creating
turmoil in energy markets, shaking global logistics and supply
chains, widening discrepancies between manufacturing and
consuming countries and regions, spurring inflation and, po-
tentially, economic instability.

Cheap and cheerful, the miracle material, plastic, has been
mass-produced for the better part of the last century, with a
yearly rate of production now topping nearly 400 million tons.
Meanwhile, circular economy has declined from 9,1% in 2018
to 8,6% in 2020-21. The pandemic has not reversed pre-exist-
iIng imbalances and it has even reinforced unregulated waste
overflows.

Polymers are everywhere!

It is not only that plastic is no longer all that fantastic, but
the prevailing forms of linear, extraction-based economy
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have already induced unwanted interconnections of all sorts
through powerful market trends. In some cases, the COVID-19
pandemic has only crudely exposed how much the economy
relies on informal workers and loosely regulated job markets.
Similarly, environmental criminality has targeted weakly
protected and globally integrated informal recycling markets
much faster than governments. These are only two exam-
ples of the many disruptions preventing the delivery of good
practices at a global scale, slowing down the transition from
consumer awareness and producer responsibility to a truly
circular economy.

We have applied the INTERSECTING approach’ to the issue
of plastics as a first step in a wider exploration of how to bend
the classical, linear economy. Working across disciplines,
spheres of knowledge and policy making has resulted in
powerful synergies and enlarged perspectives. We have also
found that the risks of disconnections between high-income
and low-income economies have grown since the pandemic
outbreak.

We are united in and by plastics but reaching out to and im-
plementing large-scale solutions to massively reduce plastic
waste depends on working with a fragmented global gover-
nance system. Addressing the plastics issue means solving
one of the most challenging dilemmas of contemporary eco-
nomics. The task is urgent as reports show an acceleration
of ecosystems degradation and a weak global ability to shape
effective global responses.

BENDING THE LINEAR ECONOMY

Plastics is a cornerstone of the linear economy. Addressing
the plastics issue is giving way to the circular economy. By
2023, we can increase the share of circular economy beyond
its 2018 levels of 9.1%. By 2030, we aim to accelerate the circu-
lar economic transformation and reach 20%. Doubling global
circularity could reduce global greenhouse gas emissions by
nearly 40% by 2030, and help shape robust biodiversity eco-
nomics.

Moving towards the Agenda 2030 through circular economy is
a way to accelerate the shift from the extant norm of ‘extract-
ing” to the desired one of ‘intersecting. The INTERSECTING
model helps address the problem by (reJconnecting practi-
cal, local and sectoral endeavors with multilateral agendas.
Applying the principles of INTERSECTING to the circular
economy and in particular to plastics also helps cut through
strategic policy areas in high-income and low-income coun-
tries altogether.

This seventh volume of the INTERSECTING series builds on
implicit institutional and procedural knowledge of stakehold-
ers from business and politics to society across nine intercon-
nected dimensions:

#markets #transitions #justice
#models #frameworks #benefits
#industry #responsibility #leadership

1. Download INTERSECTING volumes 1 to 7 here:
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