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In August 2025, governments around the world will be meeting in Geneva with the aim of agreeing
a Global Plastics Treaty — an international agreement to work together to end plastic pollution. As
the damage that plastic does to our health and to nature becomes clearer, the need for a unified
solution grows. Plans which can truly reduce this harm require global commitments, but many of
the actions needed to combat the plastics crisis must happen at a more local level. This briefing
paper by Friends of the Earth Scotland explains why it is important to tackle plastic pollution and
what must be done in Scotland.

The harm created by the plastics crisis is growing

The plastics crisis is damaging the planet and our health, and these impacts will worsen if
production continues to increase. 99% of plastics are made from fossil fuels. Without new plans, by
2050, plastics are expected to use up to one-third of the remaining Paris Agreement carbon
budget - surpassing the energy and transportation sectors|1].

Exposure to plastics is harming our health. More than 16,000 chemicals are associated with plastic
production, with 4,200 of them identified as a hazard for the environment and human health and
include carcinogens, hormone disruptors and persistent, bio-accumulative toxic substances|2].
The quantity of microplastics found in brain samples from 2024 is nearly double that of samples
from 2016(3].

Plastic pollution impacts some people more than others, especially marginalised groups such as
women and ethnic minority groups. Millions of tonnes of plastic waste have been exported from
rich countries to be dumped in the global south[4]. 60% of all recycled plastics are managed by
waste pickers, who are some of the world's poorest and most vulnerable people.

The current approach to plastics isn't working

Measures in place today, such as collections for recycling and selective product bans, have
proven insufficient in addressing the plastic crisis. Over 220 million tonnes of plastic waste were



produced last year and, according to the OECD, this will triple by 2060[5].

Soft plastics make up over a quarter of post-consumer packaging waste in the UK but only 7% of
them are recycled[6]. Crisp packets, for example, are usually made of thin layers of plastic,
aluminum, inks and additives. They are difficult and expensive to recycle, and there are no
facilities in Scotland capable of recycling them. A 2024 investigation found that over 70% of soft
plastics recycled in UK supermarkets ended up being burned. None of the tracked items were
recycled back into food packaging[7].

In Scotland, much of the plastic we use is unnecessary, designed for single use and often not even
recyclable. People see the impact of plastic litter and throw-away products and support for
change is high, with 88% of Scottish adults concerned about plastic pollution[8].

Scotland has an important role to play in the global fight against plastic pollution

Solutions must address the root cause of the crisis — how plastic is designed and used. Strong
leadership and global cooperation are needed by governments to hold the plastics industry to
account. The UK Government is part of the high-ambition coalition negotiating for a strong Global
Plastics Treaty in Geneva this summer. The Scottish Government must do all it can to encourage
the UK Government to push for the strongest possible global agreement on plastics.

No single policy change will fix the problem, and many actions must happen at a devolved level,
so the Scottish Government must act now too.

We are calling on Scottish Government to take the following actions to reduce
plastic in Scotland:

e In the forthcoming Circular Economy Strategy, the Scottish Government must include targets
to reduce Scottish plastic production, consumption, export and disposal.

e Invest in community reuse programmes, which have many social benefits as well as
improving access to reuse and refill services that can replace single use plastic packaging.
Funds could come from ring fencing extended producer responsibility payments to councils
for reuse. The goal should be that reuse is as easy as buying new for everyone in Scotland.

e Ban the burning of plastic in incinerators, building on the recommendation in the
independent review on incineration conducted for the Scottish Government in 2022.

e Support local authorities to enforce existing and future legislative changes, such as the
Single Use Plastics ban and the ban on disposal of unsold goods.

e Improve understanding of the impact of harmful chemicals in plastic on Scottish citizens,
and how to reduce and avoid these impacts.

e Ensure these transitions are socially just by putting communities and workers at the heart of
plastic reduction plans at every stage.

To arrange a meeting to discuss this briefing, contact:
Malachy Clarke, mclarke@foe.scot, 0131 243 2700
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