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Briefing note  

2nd workshop on global governance of marine plastic litter and microplastics 

14-15 January 2020, Copenhagen, Denmark  
 

 

Introduction  

 

Plastics have generated a number of benefits for society and the environment. Plastic pollution, however, 

has become a persistent and widespread challenge. Plastics are found in disturbing quantities in the 

ocean, air, soil and freshwater resources, even in the most remote and pristine areas of the world. To 

date, only 9% of plastics have been recycled, bringing the world’s attention to the inability of waste 

management infrastructure to keep pace with our rate of waste generation. Consequently, the ocean is 

estimated to contain 150 million tons of plastics, of which roughly 15% constitute chemical additives.  

 

Plastics and their chemical additives are integrated in all areas of our daily lives and a systematic and 

holistic global approach is needed to deal with plastic pollution. Global governance of plastics, however, 

is characterized by gaps and inefficiencies, documented broadly in the literature. With plastic production 

set to triple by 2050, a business-as-usual approach under current governance models will be grossly 

inadequate and, indeed, harmful.  

 

Since 2014, the UN Environment Assembly (UNEA) has in its four consecutive sessions adopted resolutions 

that recognize the issue of marine plastic litter and microplastics and the efforts underway while 

emphasizing the urgent need for greater progress. In 2017, the 3rd session of the Assembly agreed to an 

overall goal of the long-term elimination of all discharge of plastic litter and microplastics into the ocean. 

An intersessional Ad Hoc Open-Ended Experts Group on Marine Litter and Microplastics was established 

to consider, inter alia, a stronger governance response on the global level.   

 

In recent years, heightened understanding and awareness of plastic pollution has prompted many 

international organizations to take action to prevent the uncontrolled spread of plastics in the 

environment. Most importantly, in May 2019, the Conference of Parties to the Basel Convention adopted 

amendments that require countries to obtain prior informed consent before exporting contaminated or 

mixed plastic scrap. The Basel amendments are a significant step in the right direction, but only address 

one area of the life-cycle of plastics.    

 

In April 2019, the Nordic Council of Ministers adopted a Declaration that calls for the development of a 

global agreement to more effectively and comprehensively deal with marine plastic litter and 

microplastics. The Declaration requests the preparation of a Nordic report to inform decision-making, 

sketching out the possible elements and approaches of a new global agreement covering the whole 

lifecycle of plastics. The Nordic report will be published in mid-2020 with the goal to inform the 5th session 

of the UN Environment Assembly in February 2021 in Nairobi, Kenya. 
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The Nordic report builds on the premise that incremental and voluntary approaches are necessary but 

insufficient. A systemic change spanning the life-cycle of plastics is critical but can only be achieved when 

the global governance of plastics matches the urgency and magnitude of the challenge. An international 

agreement could significantly help countries prioritize actions by facilitating access to domestic resources 

and international support through the development and regular update of National Plastic Management 

Plans. An agreement could also help to galvanize and harmonize industry efforts across the life-cycle of 

plastics.  

 

 

Objective of the workshop  

  

The objective of the second expert workshop is to engage with key stakeholders and experts in a collective 

setting to discuss particular elements of the draft outline of the Nordic report. The workshop aims to 

identify what needs to be regulated at the global level, from prevention to waste management. The 

workshop will focus on the selected key elements currently included in the zero-order draft of the Nordic 

Report: 

 

• Targets and indicators across the life-cycle of plastics 

• The Global EPR approach 

• National Plastic Management Plans 

• National Finance Plans 

 

The input received from the workshop will be used to guide research and writing of the report. The final 

report will be published in June 2020. A tentative schedule for the workshop is presented in annex 1. In 

addition to this workshop outline, preparatory documentation provided for this workshop includes the 

draft outline of report, summary of discussions in Reykjavik, summary of German Ministerial Roundtable 

and paper presented at the German Ministerial Roundtable. The workshop will also provide an 

opportunity to reflect on the current process under the Ad Hoc Open-Ended Expert Group and prepare 

towards UNEA-5 in February 2021.  

 

Session I: Targets and indicators across the life-cycle of plastics  

 

A proposal of strategic goals, targets and indicators will be presented to facilitate discussion of main 

commitments needed to address the life-cycle of plastics. More specifically the following questions will 

guide the discussions:  

1. What should be the vision, objective and scope of the agreement? 

2. What should be the strategic goals in a new agreement? 

3. What type of time bound targets are needed to address main areas of plastic pollution? 

4. What indicators are useful? What indicators are in use today and what new indicators will be 

needed? 

 

The vision agreed at UNEA-3 provides a useful reference to guide the development of the agreement. The 
vision reads as follows: “Long-term elimination of discharge of litter and microplastics to the oceans and 
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of avoiding detriment to marine ecosystems and the human activities dependent on them from marine 
litter and microplastics.” 
 
The proposed objective for the agreement reads as follows: “Reduce adverse effects on marine 
ecosystems and human health caused by plastic pollution and microplastics in the environment, employing 
a lifecycle approach towards circular material flows.” The reduction of residual waste can help to ensure 
circularity in practice, which needs to be considered in formulating the objective. Plastics that have no 
value can be regarded as residual waste and are more likely to be disposed of in undesirable ways, such 
as burning, dumping and collecting in unsanitary landfill. Arguably, the large quantity of plastics filling the 
oceans and pilling in landfills is a symptom of poor design. Whereas, end-of-life plastics that are designed 
to be recyclable have viable end-markets and are more likely to re-enter the economy. In other words, 
the reduction of residual waste from the outset will provide an incentive for recycling that will help to 
close the loop of material flows.  
 

Plastics are entrenched in all areas of our daily lives. Thus, the scope should cover all sources and pathways 

of discharge to the oceans, cover all plastic product categories, including microplastics and sea-based 

sources, and be comprehensive enough to address emerging issues.  

 

The strategic goals will identify the high-level targets that must be achieved in order to satisfy the 
overarching goal in working towards the primary objective of the agreement. The following elements 
cover the life-cycle of plastics enabling the grouping of strategic goals and targets: 

• Elimination of problematic and avoidable products 

• Sustainable management of products, including resource efficiency and circular material flows  

• Waste management 

• Chemical hazard reduction (crosscutting) 

• Microplastics (crosscutting) 
 

Time bound targets are important to provide aspiration for making a change and focusing on action. They 

also allow better measuring and reporting of progress and help to communicate achievements.  The 

SMART criteria (specific, measurable, ambitious, realistic, and time bound) provides a useful framework 

for the development of targets. Including targets with quantifiable elements that have clear numeric and 

binary thresholds is important to ensure measurability.  

 

Targets often need to be accompanied by indicators that help to measure progress and to understand if 
policies are fulfilling their intended objectives, assisting in developing corrective action when necessary. 
Different types of indicators are required to assess progress towards results. Indicators can be used to 
design a reporting system based on output indicators (‘simple indicators’) to assess progress against 
specific activities and outcome indicators to assess progress against specific outcomes. Whereas, 
monitoring schemes deploy impact indicators to measure changes in the environment and/or human 
matrices. Some possible indicators are exemplified in Figure 1. 
 

Currently, there is no common agreed-upon methodology to measure the extent of the plastic pollution 

crisis. Harmonization of global data collection is an area where the agreement could provide a significant 

contribution.  A mapping of existing efforts would help to understand the availability of data, critical data 

gaps and possibilities for developing a comprehensive and standardized system for measuring progress. 

Progress can also be measured against indicators that track the overall net reduction in residual plastic 
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waste (i.e. waste that is not recovered and recycled). These wastes have a higher risk of becoming marine 

litter. Indicators could include number of product categories placed on market, adherence to design 

standards (including chemicals), percentage rates of collection, reuse and recycling, international trade 

and overall per capita consumption. 

 

 

Figure 1. Examples of possible indicators to measure progress of the agreement. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Session II: The Global EPR approach 

 

An approach will be presented that outlines a possible ‘Global EPR’ approach for plastics that could form 

the core of a new global agreement. Such an approach is not without significant challenges. The purpose 

of this session is to identify these challenges and discuss options for overcoming them, with the ultimate 

goal of answering three underpinning questions: 

1. Is the Global EPR approach feasible? 
2. Is the Global EPR approach helpful to countries? 
3. How would countries benefit from signing this agreement? 

 

Application of the Polluter Pays Principle is fundamental to ensuring that negative externalities of 

production and use of plastics are internalized within industry. To this end, global governance of plastics 

should engage industry throughout the life-cycle while bearing in mind that an international agreement 

addresses states, not industry directly.  

•Production level of virgin plastics 

•Magnitude of pellets produced and traded 

•Reduction in waste generation (household, 
commercial, industrial, etc.)

•No. of countries  and industry associations 
that have adopted the global design 
standards

•No. of countries using labelling schemes 
(recyclability, recycled content, polymer 
content, how to recycle, etc.)

•No. of countries that have adopted 
Operation Clean Sweep  in legislation

•No. of countries that have regulations to 
reduce consumption of disposable plastics 

•Reduction of problematic and avoidable 
products on market 

•Measurable quantitative reduction of 
disposable plastic products 

• No. of countries that have adopted a waste 
reduction and management plan

• No. of countries that have established minimum 
requirements for EPR schemes

• Landfilling and incineration rates of plastic 
waste 

• Separate collection for recycling disposable 
plastics 

• Recycling and re-use rate of plastics packaging 
Waste 

management 

Eliminate 
problematic and 

avoidable 
products   

Improve resource 
efficiency and 

promote waste 
prevention 

Promote 
environmentally 

sustainable  
management of 

products
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Extended Producer Responsibility is at the core of engaging industry and other relevant stakeholders. 

OECD defines is as “an environmental policy approach in which a producer's responsibility for a product 

is extended to the post-consumer stage of a product's life cycle”. In practice, EPR consists of collecting 

products that have become waste and sorting them before treatment according to the waste hierarchy. 

EPR is an integral part of the EU Waste Framework Directive that has helped to make waste management 

self-financing and self-sustaining.  

 

Harmonization of industry standards  ̶or the development of sustainable design criteria  ̶for the production 

of plastic products is needed to ensure increased recyclability and chemicals safety of plastic additives. In 

addition, guiding consumer behavior will be important and consideration needs to be given to labelling 

schemes, such as recyclability, recycled content, producer advanced recycling fees, consumer deposit fees 

and polymer content.  

 

As part of the potential new international agreement, there is a need to explore the development of a 

‘global EPR scheme’ that could incorporate end-of-life management, development of sustainable design 

criteria, labeling schemes and other standards. The agreement would need to formulate obligations or 

guidance for states to put certain obligations on industry to comply with the global EPR scheme.  

 

The global design standards would be developed by establishing an intergovernmental expert working 

group under the agreement. The standards could build on existing work, in particular the guidelines 

developed by the Association of Plastics Recyclers. Time bound targets could be formulated to support 

both their development (e.g. “by 2025, sustainable design standards have been developed by the 

agreement” and implementation (e.g. “by 2030, all parties have taken action to implement the design 

standards”). 

 

The global EPR scheme would help create a level playing field for industry as well as reduce the burden of 

waste management on municipalities and taxpayers and create incentives to design products that 

generate less waste or waste that can be better recycled. In addition, it would also induce social benefits 

by helping bring informal waste pickers to the formal sector, ensuring decent income and occupational 

safety.   

 

This session will also explore some concrete examples of how this system could be applied/implemented 

in countries with different realities (e.g. countries considered developed, developing or in transition).  

 

 

Session III: National Plastic Management Plans 

 

The development of national action plans, or National Plastic Management Plans (NPMPs) is fundamental 

to implementation of the agreement and the achievement of the long-term UNEA vision. It is proposed 

as a binding procedural commitment of parties to the agreement to ensure that NPMPs are developed 

and updated regularly. This session aims to focus on the following questions: 

 

1. What principles should guide the development of NPMPs? 
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2. Core elements?  
3. What binding and voluntary commitments should be undertaken by the Parties? 
4. Should there be a long-term goal linked to a global stocktaking?  

5. Could there be a financing mechanism linked to the development of these action plans?  

 

National action plans are employed in many multilateral instruments with the view to help internalize 

commitments into national planning processes and mobilize stakeholders for broad-based 

implementation. It will be important to ensure that NPMPs do not vary too much in scope and quality, 

making it impossible to determine their impact on releases. It will therefore be important to provide 

minimum quality standards for NPMPs (e.g. through guiding principles and key elements to include) and 

establish a method to compare them between parties.  

 

The NPMPs should be accompanied by regular reporting on implementation of NPMPs, complemented 

with standardized national inventories to understand and identify sources and pathways of plastic 

pollution and to capture production, consumption and trade of plastics. Some existing tools (prototypes) 

exists for helping governments to prepare national inventories, including Plastic Drawdown, that provide 

valuable guidance for developing a standardized global approach1.  

 

It is important to consider anchoring NPMPs to a long-term goal, such as the UNEA-3 vision of the long-

term elimination of all discharge of plastic litter into the ocean, or more recently the “Osaka Blue Ocean 

Vision” adopted by the G20 countries in June 2019 that aims to reduce additional pollution (i.e. net 

increase) by marine plastic litter to zero by 2050. Alternatively, the goal could be impact-oriented e.g. 

aiming to detect a x % decrease of microplastics and plastics present in the environment by 20xx. A third 

option, and one that aligns more closely with a circular materials flow, is a target of net reduction in 

residual waste (waste not reused or recycled, but sent to landfill or incineration). An iterative global review 

could help to determine whether countries are on track to meet the goal and to help ensure that NPMPs 

are revised accordingly. The global review would complement the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development and show progress on the implementation of relevant SDGs. 

 

The NPMPs will provide most countries the first opportunity to formulate a comprehensive vision for 

addressing plastic pollution upstream. Ideally, the plans need to reflect highest possible ambition and 

progression over time and to function as a ‘living document’. The strategic goals and targets of the 

agreement will provide a roadmap for countries to assist in harmonizing national action while prioritizing 

investment. The roadmaps will be a combination of binding and voluntary measures, providing flexibility 

at the national level and promoting a bottom-up approach. Table 1 provides examples of possible 

commitments and targets to help reach the long-term goal of the agreement.  

 

Table 1. Possible commitments / targets for consideration  

Area  Commitments / targets  

Prevention  Increase post-consumer recycled content in products  

Eliminate unnecessary and avoidable disposable items  

Increase alternative types of feedstock (e.g. bio-based plastics)  

Reduce loss of plastic pellets  

 
1 https://commonseas.com/projects/plastic-drawdown  

https://commonseas.com/projects/plastic-drawdown
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Production  Improve design and support innovation to make plastics and plastic products easier to recycle  

Consumption   Develop labelling and classification schemes  

Create viable markets for recycled and renewable plastics 

Increase use of reuse models  

Waste 
management 

Expand separate collection and sorting systems  

Increase recycling (primary, secondary, tertiary, quaternary) 

Reduce landfilling of plastics  

Chemicals  Restrict use of additives of concern in plastics and associated chemicals  

Microplastics  Restrict use of intentionally added primary microplastics (cosmetics, pesticides etc.)  

Restrict unintentional secondary microplastic releases (tires, textiles etc.)  

Restrict the use of wastewater treatment sludge as fertilizer  

Improve the capture of microplastics in wastewater treatment  

Trade  Develop mechanism to deal with illegal trade (supply chain, products and waste) 

Institutional  Develop legal frameworks to address the lifecycle of plastics  

Develop cross-sectoral coordination mechanisms to address plastic pollution 

Address plastic pollution in budgeting processes and development planning  

Funding  
 

Develop and implement economic instruments (fees, taxes etc.)  

Mobilize financing from all sources  

Education  Develop educational and public awareness programmes  

Follow-up Report at regular intervals of progress made in implementing NPMPs 

Prepare national inventories to identify sources and pathways of plastic pollution  

Prepare national inventories to capture production, consumption and trade of plastics 

Monitor impacts of plastic pollution on human health and the environment   

Sea-based 
sources  

Reduce the loss or abandonment of fishing gear at sea  

Reduce discharges of waste by ships 

 

Low and middle-income countries will require funding and capacity support. Similar to other MEAs, 

funding for implementation of NPMPs will not be sourced from international mechanisms alone. The 

financing of waste management systems must rely predominantly on domestic sources, whereas 

assistance for the development of NPMPs can be provided through the global agreement. Where 

countries are challenged in delivering adequate waste management systems, the agreement will provide 

roadmaps for the development of voluntary National Finance Plans. These are elaborated in the next 

section but will form part of NPMPs for those countries that require assistance to develop waste 

management strategies that are self-sustaining in the long-term. 

 

Session IV: National Finance Plans 

 

Management and financing of solid waste management is predominantly the responsibility of local 

government. A lack of funding in many regions has contributed to an estimated 2 billion civilians globally 

not having access to adequate waste collection services. International financial support alone cannot 

provide the necessary improvements to waste management that is required to ‘catch up’ to forecast 

increase in production rates of plastics. A significant portion of finance for waste management will 

therefore need to come from domestic sources, coupled with strategies to reduce the volumes of plastic 

waste generated. 

 

A new global agreement will aim to provide roadmaps for NPMPs, but underpinned by assistance to 

develop National Finance Plans as a component of these national action plans. As for the NPMPs, the 
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National Finance Plans will need to be flexible to allow countries to select the solutions that best suit their 

domestic context. International assistance can be provided for the development of NPMPs, National 

Finance Plans, assessment of policy readiness and related socio-economic studies, for example. 

 

Entry points for economic and regulatory policies will need to be mapped for each country, but could 

include extended stakeholder responsibility schemes that incorporate the producer and the consumer, as 

well as incentives to engage novel methods of transporting waste beyond the traditional collection 

systems commonly in use. Examples can be found around the world. The intention of such economic and 

regulatory policies would be to subsidise waste management processes where necessary to ensure long-

term viability and to stabilize end-markets, recycling industries and waste management processes. 

 

These goals can be assisted by co-regulatory mechanisms and memorandums of understanding (MoUs) 

between government and industry. These can engage all relevant sectors across the lifecycle of plastics, 

from the producer, retailer and distributor to the consumer and should equally apply to imported 

products, locally manufactured products and those purchased online. 

 

In countries where engagement with industry regarding waste management has not been initiated, the 

system employed in Taiwan may serve as an example. The 4-in-1 recycling program requires 

manufacturers and importers to contribute to a government-run recycling fund. These funds are used to 

subsidise waste management, including recycling, and encourage recycling and reuse industries with the 

aim of creating end-markets and employment, while providing profits for all involved. The four 

components that make up the system are the community, the collectors, industry and the recycling fund. 

(https://recycle.epa.gov.tw/en/recycling_knowledge_01.html). 

 

This session aims to focus on the following questions: 

1. How can countries be assisted to develop National Finance Plans? 

2. What should international seed funding provide assistance for versus what is addressed through 

National Finance Plans? 

3. How would National Finance Plans apply to countries that already have mature waste 

management services in place? 

 

 

 

 

 

https://recycle.epa.gov.tw/en/recycling_knowledge_01.html

