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Circular economy: Two key pillars

The protection of
natural capital

The elimination of negative
externalities





Widely varying definitions of circular 
economy today

Perpetual growth
Marginal 

adjustments to 
the status quo

Unjustified 
reliance on 

recycling 
technologies



Life cycle 

“the series of changes that the 
members of a species undergo as 
they pass from the beginning of a 
given developmental stage to the 
inception of that same 
developmental stage in a 
subsequent generation.” 



Plastic pollution is a significant part of the full 
life cycle of plastics 



Plastics as a novel entity/chemical pollution is exceeding 
planetary boundaries– Plastics





UNEA-5.2: Resolution 
“End Plastic Pollution: 
Towards an International 
Legally Binding 
Instrument”



An intergovernmental negotiating committee (INC) to develop an 
international legally binding instrument:

- plastic pollution in all environments, including microplastics

- comprehensive approach addressing the full lifecycle of plastics, 
including provisions on:

- sustainable production and consumption of plastics

- product design

- environmentally sound waste management

- national action plans

- reporting

- technical and financial assistance



The problem



Why a global plastics 
treaty?



Gaps in current global 
governance



Transboundary



No current 
agreement 

individually nor 
collectively deals 
with the full life 
cycle of plastics. 





Requires regulation at ‘top of pipe’:

• Extraction 

• Petrochemical  production

• Plastic product manufacture



“Dire consequences for health, 
economy, biodiversity, and climate”

“Threat multiplier”

Recommends:  A drastic reduction in 
unnecessary, avoidable and 
problematic plastics, and proposes an 
accelerated transition from fossil fuels 
to renewable energies, the removal of 
fossil fuel subsidies, and a shift 
towards genuine circularity. 



Plastics in the Environment





Microplastics

Found pretty much everywhere



The rate at which plastic pollution enters aquatic 
ecosystems is projected to increase by 2.6 times 
the level of 2016 by 2040 under a ‘business as 
usual’ scenario. 





Human health 
impacts of 
plastics and 
associated 
chemicals



Extraction and 
transport



Refining and manufacture



Thermal treatment of plastics for energy 
production

INCINERATION 

PYROLYSIS

PLASMA ARC

GASIFICATION

CHEMICAL RECYCLING



The recycling myth



Manufacturing and recycling do not keep 
fossil fuels in the ground



Toxic plastic products and packaging 







Economy

By 2040 plastic leakage into the 
oceans could represent a US$
100 billion annual financial risk for 
businesses .



Incompatibility of 
plastics in a circular 
economy

We need to debunk the myth that 
plastics ‘can’ be perpetually kept in 
use as material feedstock.  They 
simply cannot. 



Zero waste 
approaches 
and true 
circularity

Where everything that is produced or consumed 
is returned safely to nature or society









“Prevention is better than cure”


