THE MYTH OF

CIRCULARITY

As the plastic waste crisis Although the production of bioplastics is increasing, 99% of today’s

grows’ industry executives point pIaSt?CS come from fossil fuels. Only a tlny fraction of these synthetic

to a ‘circular’ economy—where pla§t|cs hgve ever bgen recycled, m large part because of how ener-
. . 5 gy-intensive, expensive, and polluting the process can be. Even when

plastic waste is continuously L )

. ) glass or paper can be used for packaging instead, companies rarely
recVCIed _'nto new Ob!eCts_as switch because cheap plastic means bigger profits. New technologies
the solution. But environmen- i chemical (or molecular) recycling are failing to offer a viable alter-
talists aren’t buying it. Circular- native. The circular economy, as far as plastics are concerned,
ity, they say, is a myth: remains a distant dream.
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[Volume Unknown] According to Minderoo's ¢
Plastic Waste Makers Index, about 38% of
single-use plastic waste is ‘mismanaged. This ¢
likely includes waste lost to illicit trade and
illegal dumping or burning. That figure, howev-
er, obscures just how the trade of plastic waste :
operates. Hard-to-recycle plastic waste (in ad-
dition to e-waste, toxic, and nuclear waste) o

is illegally exported to developing countries, . 9 /o
where it's often listed as being recycled but is ¢ S

in fact landfilled or incinerated; or it's recycled <

using dangerous processes, often by children

or migrants. This may bump up recycling rates <

but relying on unsafe and coerced labor is nev-

er ‘sustainable! For a fuller account, see the

sources below:
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The Recycling Symbol—What does it really mean?

/]\ /2\ /3\ /4\ /5\ /6\ /7\ These symbols appear on virtually all plastic products, but do
we really know what they mean? The numbers represent a Resin
Identification Code—or RIC—classifying the type of plastic poly-
/\ /\ /\ /\ /\ /\ A mer. But RICs don't actually represent recyclability. In 2013, ASTM
Lu LZ‘A L%A Lu LEA LEA Lu International, a standards organization based in the US, replaced
the arrows with solid triangles to remove the confusion about

the products’ recyclability. But plastic producers, to maintain the

illusion of recyclability, continue to use the symbols with arrows.
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https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.1700782
https://gridarendal-website-live.s3.amazonaws.com/production/documents/:s_document/554/original/UNEP-CHW-PWPWG.1-INF-4.English.pdf?1594295332
https://cdn.minderoo.org/content/uploads/2023/02/04205527/Plastic-Waste-Makers-Index-2023.pdf
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/all-of-humanity-weighs-six-times-as-much-as-all-wild-mammals/#:~:text=Homo%20sapiens%20contributes%20a%20total,all%20wild%20land%20mammals%20combined.
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/all-of-humanity-weighs-six-times-as-much-as-all-wild-mammals/#:~:text=Homo%20sapiens%20contributes%20a%20total,all%20wild%20land%20mammals%20combined.
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/all-of-humanity-weighs-six-times-as-much-as-all-wild-mammals/#:~:text=Homo%20sapiens%20contributes%20a%20total,all%20wild%20land%20mammals%20combined.

