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Just five Asian countries—China, 
Thailand, Indonesia, Vietnam 
and the Philippines—contribute 
to more than half of the world’s 
plastic pollution. Can this region 
find a solution to its most talked 
about environmental crisis? 

At a closed-door event hosted by 
Eco-Business and green group World 
Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) in Singa-
pore on 12 January, 20 government, 
business and civic society leaders 
debated how to tackle a problem 
that has overwhelmed countries with 
consumer economies that have out-
grown their ability to manage waste. 

Plastic finally seeped into the con-
sumer consciousness in 2017 when it 
emerged that the petroleum-derived 
commodity, used to make everything 
from cigarette lighters to drinking 
straws, now contaminates our tap 
water and the air that we breathe. 

“We are now drinking, eating and 
breathing plastic, and we have no 
idea about how dangerous this is 
going to be in the future,” noted a 

speaker at the roundtable, which 
included participants from Coca-Co-
la, Redmart, Foodpanda, Unilever, 
Marina Bay Sands, Ocean Recovery 
Alliance, Zero Waste SG and Singa-
pore’s National Environment Agency. 

Plastic is now found in the guts of 
one quarter of all fish caught, but it is 
a problem that starts on land. Three 
quarters of ocean-bound plastic 
waste enters the sea via 10 rivers 
in Asia, and is doing so at a rate of 
2.4 million tonnes a year. The rest is 
dumped directly into the sea or leaks 
from garbage dumps and incinerators. 
Once in the sea, it degrades into small 
pieces, then enters the food chain. 

There’s believed to be up to 236,000 
metric tonnes of microplastic—the 
equivalent to the mass of 1,300 
blue whales— in our oceans now, 
destined for our dinner tables. 
Meanwhile, plastic bags and 
bottles are being produced at a 
rate of 3 million per minute. 

Plastic production is expected 
to grow from 234 million tonnes 

in 2013 to 335 million tonnes by 
2020, with Asia, led by China, driv-
ing more than half of the world’s 
production and demand. This has 
implications for our climate. 

Plastics comprise about 6 per cent 
of oil consumption, on a par with 
the aviation sector. With the way 
demand for plastic is soaring, the 
sector will account for 20 per cent 
of total oil consumption by 2050. 

“That’s pretty scary if we’re try-
ing to prevent global warming,” 
commented one speaker. 

There’s no denying the qualities of 
plastic: strong, versatile, light, flexible, 
waterproof and cheap—and it helps 
sustain the shelf-life of perishable 
products better than any other 
material. But it’s durable, and slow 
to degrade. The plastic currently 
in circulation will take 400 years 
to decompose, affecting people’s 
lives for the next 16 generations.

How to tackle Asia’s 
plastic problem?
Ban, tax, recycle or redesign? What can Asia do to fight one 
of the toughest environmental challenges of our time?



For all its usefulness to mankind, only 
9 per cent of all plastic produced is 
used again. As one delegate pointed 
out, the plastic problem is not just 
an environmental issue, it’s an 
economic one. The cost of plastic 
used just once before it’s discarded 
amounts to US$8 billion a year. 

The plastic problem is so large and 
complex, that it’s easy for respon-
sibility to be passed around, noted 
one speaker. Governments can say 
consumers are not recycling enough, 
while businesses can say government 
is not doing enough to legislate, 
and consumers can blame both, 
it was said at the event at Novotel 
Singapore. The event was held 
under the Chatham House Rule.

Just five Asian countries — China, 
Thailand, Indonesia, Vietnam and the 
Philippines — contribute to more than 
half of the world’s plastic pollution. Can 
this region find a solution to the region’s 
most talked-about environmental crisis?
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Are bans the answer?

The two most fashionable ways to 
tackle the plastic crisis are to ban 
plastic bags, or tax them. A plastic 
bag ban has been introduced by 
22 countries around the world, and 
Australia is the latest to toy with the 
idea; trials have shown that areas with 
bans in place result in an immediate 
fall in plastic waste pollution. 

However, in Singapore, a plastic bag 
ban or charge has been ruled out by 
the government. Since 80 per cent of 
Singaporeans live in high-rise flats, 
most people depend on plastic bags to 
hygienically dispose of their wet waste 
down rubbish chutes, the National 
Environment Agency has reasoned.

While the government encourages 
consumers to limit plastic bag use, 
Singapore incinerates all plastic 
waste that is not recycled, and 

the burnt plastic is converted into 
energy. This is partly why Singapore’s 
plastic recycling rate—just 7 per 
cent—is so low, one speaker noted. 

But what about the sort of plastic 
that has little real benefit for people, 
such as straws, stirrers or the thin 
plastic film used to individually wrap 
fruit in supermarkets? Wouldn’t a ban 
or tax help reduce single-use plastic, 
which is among the most environ-
mentally damaging forms of plastic? 

One speaker noted that a levy on 
unnecessary types of single-use 
plastic could be “highly educational” 
for consumers, as it gets the message 
across of the environmental impact of 
plastic and the need to reduce its use.

Producers, take responsibility

While curbing consumption helps, it 
is not the solution, speakers argued. 

“What we urgently need now is a 
systematic change instead of focus-
ing on reducing the problem,” one 
participant noted, adding that plastic 
is a global issue that humanity has 
a shared responsibility to solve. 

One important step is for the com-
panies that produce plastic to take 
responsibility for their products and 
packaging at the end of their lifecycle. 

In Singapore, companies must now 
report how much packaging they use, 
and their performance in reducing 
it through the Singapore Packaging 
Agreement. But speakers pointed to 
Extended Producer Responsibility 
(EPR) laws, where producers are 
given financial responsibility for the 
treatment of post-consumer prod-
ucts, as a more ambitious measure.

In Japan, for instance, the Con-
tainers and Packaging Recycling 
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In Japan, for instance, the Containers and Packaging Recycling 
Law obliges businesses that use packaging to recycle it; 
the packaging waste is fed back to the manufacturing 
sector and used again. The story is similar in Korea. 

http://www.eco-business.com/news/binning-the-bag-queensland-gets-tough-on-waste/
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Law obliges businesses that 
use packaging to recycle it; the 
packaging waste is fed back to the 
manufacturing sector and used 
again. The story is similar in Korea. 

“If it’s called packaging waste then it’s 
too late, we have already done some-
thing wrong,” noted one participant. 
“We need to find a way to region-
alise the idea that producers have 
responsibility for what they put out 
into the market,” said one speaker. 

“For recycling to work, you need 
demand for the extracted mate-
rial,” he noted, adding that weak 
demand for recycled plastic 
in Singapore also explains the 
city-state’s low recycling rate. 

Governments need to regulate 
the market to increase demand 
for recycled plastic, and the funds 
generated from the system are 
invested in better waste collection 
infrastructure and recycling sys-
tems, another speaker noted.

The plastic business 
opportunity

The most talked-about sector for 
producing plastic waste in Asia 
currently is online delivery services. 

5

Some have started to respond, 
such as Berlin-headquartered 
Foodpanda, which recently made 
plastic cutlery optional for its 
customers in Singapore. One non-
profit speaker said that companies 
like Foodpanda can push the whole 
delivery system to cut down on 
packaging waste, by working with 
restaurants, educating customers 
and prompting competitors to follow. 

Online grocery delivery service 
Redmart has received criticism 
for individually packaging items in 
plastic bags, which the company 
says it does to avoid cross-
contaminating groceries, in step 
with health guidelines. Redmart has 
curbed some packaging waste by 
delivering items in a plastic tote bag 
that is taken back by the courier. 

Introducing degradable alternatives 
such as Oxo-degradable plastic was 
tabled as way to keep the plastic 
footprint in check. However, oxo-
degradable plastic may not be the 
greenest alternative, as when it 
breaks down it creates microplastic 
that is at least as environmentally 
damaging as regular plastic.

A better solution might be plant-
derived plastic, or bioplastic, 

such as Coca-Cola’s PlantBottle, a 
bottle made from plant materials 
that is fully recyclable. However, 
participants noted that, in most 
markets in Asia new forms of 
plastic such as bio-based plastic 
are more expensive than the 
regular petroleum-based variety, 
weakening the business case. 

As a multinational representative 
noted, “It is difficult for someone 
in our position to go to the 
procurement department and 
say we need to buy recycled 
material because it is good 
for the environment—there’s 
always a bottom line.” 

But greener alternatives to plastic 
could be lucrative, noted a private 
sector speaker. Give customers the 
option to pay 10 cents more for a 
bio-based bag, and make a 9 cent 
profit on every bag while “making the 
customer feel good about the brand”. 

But demand for plastic products 
is hard to resist if the customer 
demands it. A company sustainability 
head said that one in three event 
organisers that requested glass 
servers instead of plastic bottles, 
changed their minds and demanded 
plastic bottles on the day of the event.

A sign in Indonesia asks beach users not to litter. Husni Baharudin/Shutterstock.com
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Better by design

Designing products and packag-
ing that use less plastic without 
compromising on quality is one 
way for producers to save money 
while reducing their plastic foot-
print. But lightweight products are 
only environmentally beneficial 
if they can actually be recycled, 
an NGO speaker pointed out. 

Consumers and businesses need 
to play their part by cleaning and 
separating plastic waste at source, 
said an NGO representative who 
described recycling plastic as like 
“reconstituting an omelette.” 

“We need to design in tune with the 
recycling technologies of today,” 
said one speaker, noting that, for 
instance, dark coloured plastic 
bottles cannot be recycled. 

Another suggested that companies’ 
unwillingness to collaborate with 
competitors could be slowing 
progress in developing suitable 
designs for the circular economy. 
“The real recycler is not the grinder, 
shredder, collector or processor—it 
is the buyer,” said one speaker from 
an NGO, who added that more 
needed to be done to connect 

plastic recyclers with buyers to 
create a viable aftermarket. 

Besides design, another industry 
that was noted for its absence in 
the discussion was marketing, a 
sector that is often fingered for 
driving overconsumption. “If they 
[marketers] don’t know the [plastic 
pollution] story, then the consumer 
is unlikely to get the message either,” 
suggested an NGO representative.

Changing behaviour

The message—to reduce, reuse and 
recycle—is hard to get through to a 
population in a developed country 
where waste magically disappears. 

The “out of sight, out of mind” view 
of waste in clean Singapore, has 
meant a “sense of detachment” 
among consumer who, despite 
being big consumers of plastic, do 
not see it as a problem, as their 
waste is well managed (inciner-
ated), noted one NGO speaker. 

A public sector leader said that 
waste management needed to 
be given “a positive spin” to make 
recycling a desirable lifestyle choice. 
“We need to work with the mar-
keting industry to make the three 

R’s (reduce, reuse, recycle) a way 
that people want to live,” he said. 

One speaker noted that the cultural 
shift needed to embrace recycling 
culture should not be too difficult 
in Singapore, where citizens tend to 
be “compliant,” as long as the right 
penalties and incentives are in place.

“I lived in Germany for a year and I 
quickly got used to the idea of bring-
ing my own shopping bag, because I 
hate paying for things that I used to 
get for free,” said one speaker of the 
German system that taxes plastic 
bags. “So, Singaporeans being Singa-
poreans, I think the mindset change 
needed it achievable,” she said. 

Consumers need to understand 
the value of plastic as a resource, 
and for recycling to become second 
nature, noted one speaker. For 
it to become part of consumers’ 
everyday lives, recycling needs to 
be easy, convenient and beneficial.

Container deposit schemes, for 
instance, where consumers are 
reimbursed if they return plastic 
containers, have found to reduce 
the amount of beverage containers 
on the coasts of both the United 
States and Australia by 40 per cent.

L-R: Chief Executive Officer of the National Environment Agency Ronnie Tay, and Veolia Singapore General Manager Matt Stanelos
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The chairmanship of the Associ-
ation of Southeast Asian Nations 
(Asean) is held by Singapore this 
year, so the city-state has an 
opportunity to push for regional 
cooperation to tackle the plastic 
crisis, noted one speaker. 

Asean’s role in managing 
plastic came into focus at the 
start of the year when China 
announced a ban on plastic 
waste imports. Asean countries 
are now taking on much of the 
waste that China now refuses. 

“The Asean way isn’t to leap 
into binding agreements, but it 
is high time to think about cre-
ating a regional framework for 
post-consumer plastics and also 
for recycling,” the speaker noted.

Is Asean the answer?
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Companies could improve their packaging technology, opting for lighter, 
stronger and more durable packaging material. 

Reducing the weight of packaging means a less cumbersome load, lower 
fuel consumption and emissions—but lighter packaging still needs to be 
recyclable.

E-commerce firms should give customers the option to reduce packaging 
size, or introduce bio-degradeable or bio-based options, as a first step for 
reducing plastic footprint.

Companies should take responsibility for collecting used packaging. 
Manufacturers should work with communities to work out the best way to 
make packaging collection easy. 

Companies should use high quality plastics. This will make the job of sorting 
plastics easier for garbage collectors, and ensure that more plastic can be 
recycled and less waste is destined for incinerators. 

Packaging companies need to pitch attractive plastic alternatives to retailers. 

•

•

•

•

•

•

Recommendations for companies



The Asean way 
isn’t to leap 
into binding 
agreements, but 
it is high time 
to think about 
creating a regional 
framework for 
post-consumer 
plastics and also 
for recycling.
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Make plastic part of the regional political conversation at the Asean level. 
Create a regional framework for managing post-consumer plastics, and in-
troduce EPR principles to make producers accountable for their waste.

Tax raw materials. This is one way to encourage recycling, and proceeds 
from the tax will pay for the recycling and collection process. 

Work with civil society groups on ways to introduce basic recycling and 
circular economy principles to school curriculae. Governments should 
work with research communities and industries to advance current recy-
cling technologies.

Health guidelines for online grocery deliveries should be reviewed to 
prevent over-packaging. 

Governments should support procurement of recycled materials, and en-
sure there is an aftermarket for recycled plastics. 

Government awareness campaigns nudge consumers to recycle and work 
with the marketing industry to make recycling a desirable lifestyle choice. 

•

•

•

•

•

•

Recommendations for goverment
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