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The fourth session of the United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP) Intergovernmental 

Negotiating Committee (INC-4) to develop a legally binding global Plastics Treaty takes place in 

Ottawa, Canada, at the end of April 2024. As Inger Andersen (UNEP Executive Director) reminded us 

in her opening plenary remarks at INC-3: 

the resolution called for an instrument that is, and I quote: “Based on a comprehensive 

approach that addresses the full life cycle of plastic. Not a plastic instrument that deals with 

plastic pollution from recycling or waste management alone, the full life cycle and this means 

rethinking everything along the chain from polymer to production, from product to packaging. 

We need to use fewer virgin materials, less plastic and no harmful chemicals. We need to 

ensure that we use and reuse, and recycle resources more efficiently. And dispose safely of 

what is left over. This is how we protect human and ecosystem health… 

Plastics production doubled between 2000 and 2019, with 460 million tonnes produced in 2019 alone 

(OECD 2022). With cumulative production reaching 10,000 million tonnes in 2020, we have a growing 

body of evidence about the harmful impacts of plastics on human and environmental health and 

climate (Cabernard et al., 2022; Muncke et al., 2023; Trasande et al., 2024). The evidence base 

shows that due to the persistent and cumulative nature of plastic pollution (Geyer et al., 2017), plastic 

removal and recycling technologies cannot keep pace with the scale of the global plastic pollution 

crisis (e.g. Borelle et al 2020; Lau et al 2020; OECD 2022). Even if plastics production is reduced 

between the range of 1%-3% per year, global plastic pollution will continue its upward trend as 

cumulative production reaches at least 20,000 million metric tonnes of plastic by 2040 (Scientists’ 

Coalition, 2024a). In light of this, we call for an ambitious global reduction target for “virgin plastics” or 

Primary Plastic Polymers (PPP), defined as “plastic materials made of synthetic and semi-synthetic 

polymers that are used for the first time to create plastic products in any form, including thermoplastic, 

thermoset, elastomer, and composite resins made from bio-based and fossil-based feedstocks” 

(Scientists’ Coalition, 2024b). 

The transition away from non-essential single-use plastics is fundamental for ending plastic pollution. 

The growing production and substantive subsidies to oil and gas extraction are keeping the price of 

PPP artificially low, with severe economic, societal and environmental repercussions (EEA, 2021). 

The global market has been flooded with cheap PPP, resulting in conditions where recycled plastics 

cannot compete with virgin plastics and are losing market shares despite global efforts to enhance 

plastics recycling. The low price of fossil plastic feedstock further favors production and consumption 

of single-use (UNDP, n.d.) and short-lived plastics (OECD, 2022). This means that market incentives 

are weak for producing durable plastic products. Furthermore, because single-use and short-lived 

products typically have very low recycling potential, their risk of material loss from the supply chain 

and their likelihood of ending up as pollution in the environment is high. By implementing a legally 

binding global PPP reduction target, the material becomes more valuable as less is produced, which 

in turn can help overcome the growing negative economic, societal, environmental, and human health 

impacts of non-essential plastics (McGlade et al., 2021). Additionally, we recommend plastics and 

their alternatives and substitutes be assessed against the ‘essential use concept’ (Cousins et al., 

2021) as currently applied in the Montreal Protocol. The further up the supply chain the global 

responses are, the safer, more affordable, and effective the implementation mechanisms will be 

(Simon et al., 2020). 

The high complexity and low transparency of the petrochemical industry coupled with the lack of 

willingness to disclose production data also presents a significant challenge to establishing effective 

global and national reduction targets. The development of robust essentiality, hazard-based safety, 
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sustainability, and transparency criteria will be crucial in guiding the development and implementation 

of effective PPP reduction targets. 

Finally, we stress the need for mandatory, time-bound global and national PPP reduction targets. The 

evidence is clear: We must go upstream to the source of the global plastics crisis and turn off the 

plastic pollution tap by reducing Primary Plastic Polymers production. 
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