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P last i c  Po l lut io n  In fo  Shee t ,  March  2017  

O v e r v i e w  

 Over the last ten years we have produced more plastic than during the whole of the last 
century. Packaging is the largest end user market segment accounting for just over 40% of 
total plastic usage. Around 40-50% of plastic is used just once and thrown away. 

 In 2014, a study by UNEP and partners estimated that about 280 million tonnes of plastic is 
produced globally each year and only a very small percentage is recycled. Instead, some of 
that plastic ends up in the world's oceans, costing several billion dollars annually in 
environmental damage to marine ecosystems.   

 Just 5% of plastic is effectively recycled.  

 40% of plastic products are discarded within a year.  

 Plastic litter can be found at all depths of the water column, from surface to ocean floor, at 
all latitudes, including within Arctic ice.  

 In recent years, concern has grown over microplastics (particles up to 5 mm in diameter, 
either manufactured or created when plastic breaks down). Their ingestion has been widely 
reported in marine organisms, including seabirds, fish, mussels, worms and zooplankton.  

 Plastic is a valuable resource and plastic pollution is an unnecessary and unsustainable waist 
of that resource.  

 UNEP Executive Director Achim Steiner said, “Recent estimates from UNEP have shown as 
much as 20 million tonnes of plastic end up in the world’s oceans each year. Once in the 
ocean, plastic does not go away, but breaks down into microplastic particles. This report 
shows there are no quick fixes, and a more responsible approach to managing the lifecycle 
of plastics will be needed to reduce their impacts on our oceans and ecosystems.”  

 Oxo-degradable products will not degrade effectively in the closed environment of a landfill 
site. 

 Bioplastics compete for land with biofuels and food crops. About 200,000 tonnes of 
bioplastics were produced last year, requiring 250,000-350,000 tonnes of crops. The industry 
is forecast to need several million acres of farmland within four years. 

 No local authority is collecting compostable packaging at the moment.  

P l a s t i c  N u r d l e s / P e l l e t s  

 Nurdles are small plastic pellets about the size of a lentil and are the raw material for almost 
every plastic product. Spills and mishandling by industry can mean nurdles end up at sea. 
Our planets oceans are now accumulating nurdles in worryingly large numbers.  

 Nurdles do not go away – like other plastic over time they just fragment into smaller and 
smaller plastic particles. Nurdles attract and concentrate background pollutants like DDT and 
PCBs to highly toxic. 

 53 billion plastic pellets escape into the UK's environment each year. 230,000 tonnes 
estimated to be entering the ocean in Europe annually.  

 73% of 279 shorelines surveyed had plastic pellets on them.  

 127,500 nurdles were found on one 100m-stretch of beach in Cornwall . 
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P l a s t i c  B o t t l e s  

 Plastic bottles are the third most common ocean polluter after cigarettes and food 
packaging, and the number of plastic bottles washing up on UK beaches rose 43% from 2014 
to 2015.  

 14% of all litter comes from beverage containers. When caps and labels are considered, the 
number is higher.  

 In the UK, only about half of the plastic bottles are currently collected for recycling, with 35 
million plastic bottles sold in Britain every day - 200 a year for every man, woman and child.  

 According to the Container Recycling Institute, 100.7 billion plastic beverage bottles were 
sold in the U.S. in 2014, or 315 bottles per person. 57% of those units were plastic water 
bottles: 57.3 billion sold in 2014.  

 The process of producing bottled water requires around 6 times as much water per bottle as 
there is in the container.  

P l a s t i c  B a g s  

 Annually approximately 500 billion plastic bags are used worldwide. More than one million 
bags are used every minute. A plastic bag has an average “working life” of 15 minutes.  

 There is also concern over the growing use by supermarkets of "oxy-degradable" plastic 
bags, billed as sustainable. They are made of conventional oil-based plastic, with an additive 
that enables the plastic to break down. The companies promoting it claim it reduces litter 
and causes no methane or harmful residues. They are used by Wal-Mart, Pizza Hut and KFC 
in the US, and Tesco and the Co-op in the UK for "degradable" plastic carrier bags. 

W i l d l i f e  

 From past studies it is estimated that as many as 90% of the world's seabirds have plastic in 
their stomachs.  

 North Sea mussels contain on average one particle of plastic per gram of tissue. They get it 
from the seawater which is polluted with plastics from cosmetics, synthetic clothing, 
packaging, etc. A lunch of moules contains around three hundred pieces of plastic.  

 The ratio of plastic to plankton in the Mediterranean sea is 1:2.  

 Oxo-degradable plastics can pose a threat to marine ecosystems even after fragmentation. 
The report says it should be assumed that microplastics created in the fragmentation 
process remain in the ocean, where they can be ingested by marine organisms and facilitate 
the transport of harmful microbes, pathogens and algal species.   

 Fish in the North Pacific ingest 12,000 to 24,000 tons of plastic each year. 

 Like other plastics, nurdles are mistaken for prey by many marine animals and  seabirds and 
enter the food chain.  

M i c r o b e a d s  

 Microbeads/microplastic are tiny plastic particles that are added to personal care products. 
They are commonly used to scrub the skin or clean your teeth. Microbeads is a marketing 
term introduced by the cosmetic industry. The microbeads industry refers to are mainly 
made of Polyethylene (PE). 

 There are at least 67 different sorts of microplastics used in cosmetic products. It is 
therefore almost impossible for consumers to buy plastic-free products. 
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 An estimated 15-51 trillion microbeads are already adrift in the world's oceans.  

 A recent investigation found that all large multinationals are still adding microplastics to 
their cosmetic products. Microplastics are pieces of plastic smaller than 5 millimeters in size 
that are linked to large environmental and health problems.  

 Many countries are calling for a ban or are already partially banning products that contain 
microbeads. 

B i o d e g r a d a b l e  P l a s t i c  

 A 2014 UNEP report finds that plastics most commonly used for general applications, such as 
polyethylene (PE), polypropylene (PP) and polyvinyl chloride (PVC) are not biodegradable in 
marine environments. Polymers, which biodegrade under favourable conditions on land, are 
much slower to break up in the ocean and their widespread adoption is likely to contribute 
to marine litter and consequent undesirable consequences for marine ecosystems.  

 Oxo-degradable plastics, enriched with a pro-oxidant, such as manganese, which precipitates 
their fragmentation can take up to 6 years to fragment in marine environments. 

 Some people are attracted by ‘technological solutions’ as an alternative to changing 
behaviour. Labelling a product as biodegradable may be seen as a technical fix that removes 
responsibility from the individual, resulting in a reluctance to take action.  

C o m p o s t a b l e  P a c k a g i n g  

 No local authority is collecting compostable packaging at the moment.  

 Concern centres on corn-based packaging made with polylactic acid (Pla). Made from GM 
crops, it looks identical to conventional polyethylene terephthalate (Pet) plastic and is 
produced by US company NatureWorks. Concern is mounting because the new generation of 
biodegradable plastics ends up on landfill sites, where they degrade without oxygen, 
releasing methane, a greenhouse gas 23 times more powerful than carbon dioxide. 

 Pla is used by some of the biggest supermarkets and food companies, including Wal-Mart, 
McDonald's and Del Monte. It is used by Marks & Spencer to package organic foods, salads, 
snacks, desserts, and fruit and vegetables. 

 Pla will barely break down on landfill sites, and can only be composted in the handful of 
anaerobic digesters which exist in Britain, but which do not take any packaging. In addition, 
if Pla is sent to UK recycling works in large quantities, it can contaminate the waste stream, 
reportedly making other recycled plastics unsaleable. 

 Anson, one of Britain's largest suppliers of plastic food packaging, switched back to 
conventional plastic after testing Pla in sandwich packs.  
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(5)  UNEP Report on Biodegradable Plastic: 

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/7468/-

Biodegradable_Plastics_and_Marine_Litter_Misconceptions,_concerns_and_impacts_on_mari

ne_environments-

2015BiodegradablePlasticsAndMarineLitter.pdf.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y 

(6)  A Plastic Tide, Sky News Ocean Rescue, January 2017: http://news.sky.com/video/special-

report-plastic-pollution-in-our-oceans-10742377 

(7) Guardian report on compostable and biodegradable packaging: 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2008/apr/26/waste.pollution 

(8) Information on microbeads: http://www.beatthemicrobead.org/ 
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