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Nations agree to regulate
exports of plastic wastes

OME 180 nations around the world
agreed last Friday to regulate the ex-
port of plastic wastes in a new United
Nations accord. Some 1,400 represen-
tatives approved the agreement after 12 days
of discussion in Geneva, Switzerland. With
the new agreement, developing nations may
now refuse plastic waste dumping, Executive
Secretary Rolph Payet of the UN Environ-
mental Program said.
“For far too long, developed countr1es like

.-the United States and Canada have been ex-

porting their mixed toxic plastic wastes to de-

- veloping Asian countries, claiming it would be

‘recycled in the recelvmg country. Much of this
_contaxﬁinated mixed waste cannot be recycled
and is instead dumped or burned or finds its

way into the ocean,” IPEN science @dwsor Sara
Brosche said. IPEN is a global network com-

‘mitted to achieving a toxic-free future where

chemical production, use, and disposal does not
harm people and the environment.

‘The new UN accord comes at a time when the
Philippines and Canada are in the middle of a
garbage dlspute Lthat has been raging since 2013.

' kFrorn that year up to 2015, some 69 shipping

_containers of household trash, including kitchen
~seraps. and baby diapers, came from Canada

1abe§ed as plastic scraps for recycling.
Ig‘h2015 Canadian Prime Minister Justin

~ Trudeau cited legal problems in the way of a

settlement of the problem. ‘By 2017, however,

5 que Mlmster Trudeau had softened, saying

it was “theoretically possible for Canada to do
something.” Under pressure from President Du-

terte, the Canadian government finally agreed

to take back the trash by May 15.

The Philippines has also been at the center
of the world plastics problem. In 2015, scientists
estimated that 275 million metric tons of plastics
had been dumped in the world’s oceans, with
China as the leading dumping country, followed
by Indonesia, Philippines, Vietnam, and Sri
Lanka. Increasing numbers of whales and other
sea animals have been found dead on many

beaches, their stomachs full of plastics.

The problem with plastics is that most are
not biodegradeable. They do not decay like
wood, paper, cloth, or leather. Thus they could
last up to 450 years, filling up landfills, float-

* ing in vast masses in oceans and lakes, and

.consumed by whales and other sea animals in
search of food. Of special concern are so-called
single-use plastics, such as soft drinks straws
and stirrers, bottles bags, packagmg for medi-
cine, ete.

The Geneva agreement last Friday is only
the first step, according to those who have long
been concerned with the problem of plastic
wastes. It only included plastics in an estab-
lished agreement against hazardous exports,
the Basel Convention of 1989.

Eventually, according to IPEN, a comprehen-
sive treaty will have to be drawn up and agreed
upon to tackle the global problem of plastics,
whether in local use or in exports.
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| Nations agree to regulate

_exports of plastic wastes

"OME 180 nations around the world agreed last Friday to regulate the export of plastic
astes in a new United Nations accord. Some 1,400 representatives: approved . the
agreement after 12 days of discussion in Geneva, Switzerland. With the newa reement,

 developing nations may now refuse plastic waste dumping, Executive ary Rolph
Payet of the UN Environmental Program said. =

“For far too long, developed countries like the United States and Canada have been ex-
porting their mixed toxic plastic wastes to developing Asian countries, claiming it would
be reeycled in the receiving country. Much of this contaminated mixed waste cannot be
recycled and is instead dumped: or burned or finds its way into the ocean,” IPEN science ad-
visor Sara Brosche said. IPEN is a global network committed to achieving a toxic-free future
where chemical production, use, and disposal does not harm people and the environment.

The new UN accord comesata time when the Philippines and Canada are in the middie
of a garbage dispute that has been raging since 2013. From that year up to 2015, some 69
shipping containers of household trash, including kitchen scraps and baby. diapers, came
from Canada labeled as plastic scraps for recycling. -

In 2015, Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau cited legal problems in the way of a
settlement of the problem. By 2017, however, Prime Minister Trudeau had softened, saying
it was “theoretically possible for Canada to do something” Under pressure from President
Duterte, the Canadian government finally agreed to take back the trash by May 15.

The Philippines has also been at the center of the world plastics problem. In 2015,
scientists estimated that 275 million metric tons of plastics had been dumped in the world's
oceans, with China as the leading dumping country, followed by Indonesia, Philippines,
Vietnam, and Sri Lanka. Increasing numbers of whales and other sea animals have been
found-dead on many beaches, their stomachs full of plastics.

The problem with plastics is that most are not biodegradeable. They do not decay. like

| wood, paper; cloth, or leather. Thus they could last up to 450 years, filling up landfills,

floating in vast masses in oceans and lakes, and consumed by whales and other sea animals
in search of food. Of special concern are so-called single-use plastics, such as soft drinks
straws and stirrers, bottles, bags, packaging for medicine, etc.

The Geneva agreement last Friday is only the first step, according to those who have
long been concerned with the problem of Pplastic wastes. It only included plastics in an
established agreement against hazardous exports, the Basel Convention of 1989,

Eventually, according to IPEN, a comprehensive ‘treaty will have to be drawn up and
agreed upon to tackle the global problem of plastics, whether in local use or in exports.
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LASTIC suddenly seems to be
in fashion. :

Last week - coincidentally
just a few days after the Philip-
pines announced it had come to
terms with Canada for the return
of several dozen containers of
smuggled trash sent from the
latter more than five years ago -
most forms of plastic and mixed
plastic waste were added to the
Basel Convention, meaning that
their trade can be restricted by
receiving countries.

The new pact, which was
signed by 187 countries, applies
the restrictions to every form of

(' Plastic issUddenIy |
in vogue

for polypropylene, polyethylene,
and polyethylene terephthalate
(PET), which are the easiest kinds
of plastic to recycle.

The US, the world's biggest
producer and consumer of plas-
tic, is not a signatory to the Basel
Convention, which has made it
the target of bitter and probably
well-deserved criticism. However,
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Plastic is suddenly in vogue

it will still be obliged to abide by it

as its exports of plastic waste can be
refused by destination countries.

The US has been exporting most
of its plastic waste to China and
Malaysia, but both of those coun-
tries have already initiated bans
on waste imports. Other countries
in South and Southeast Asia are
following suit; Thailand and Viet-
nam have recently begun to crack
down on waste imports, [ndonesia
is reportedly considering it, and
the Philippines is being urged to
do so by various environmental
advocates.

Even though the Basel Conven-
tion does not actually confer any
new authority to control waste
imports for any of its signatories, it
is a worthwhile symbolic measure.
It stigmatizes excessive reliance on
plastics as well as waste expots.

From a practical point of view, it

will force countries to apply greater
effort toward developing better
waste management within their
own borders.

That, however, will present
serious problems for countries
like the Philippines for two dif-
ferent reasons. This country has
an enormous appetite for plastics,
and thanks to geography, is among
the top five sources of plastic pol-
lution in the oceans. Solid waste
management and recycling services
are woefully inadequate, but the
extent of the industry as it is cre-
ates a large number of informal
livelihoods. Reducing plastic use
to a degree that has a noticeable
impact on the amount of waste
the country generates will require
lifestyle changes that are prob-
ably beyond the grasp of most
of the population. And develop-
ing environmentally sustainable

waste management and recycling
infrastructure will eliminate tens
of thousands of lower-class jobs.
If the Philippines follows the
lead of neighboring countries and

bans waste imports, which seems.

likely, it will prevent repeats of
problems like Canada’s wayward
trash, or other smuggled ship-
ments of waste that have turned up
in other ports across the country,

but it will still leave a huge domes-

tic waste management challenge.
And it is not necessarily one that
the Philippines can solve at its lei-
sure; with global attention focused
on the issue of plastic waste, the
country’s dubious reputation as a
large-scale ocean polluter is going
to become more than an embar-
rassment. _

The idea has already been
raised by more than one com-
mentator (and by this one more

than once), but the current in-
tense interest in reducing the risk
of the planet choking to death
on plastic waste may provide an
opportunity for the Philippines.
Developing a large-scale recycling
and reprocessing industry is al-
ready a necessity for dealing with
the amount of waste generated
domestically, and it would not
be too far a leap beyond that to
create an industry that would be
a sustainable export destination.
Processing recyclable plastics, e-
waste, and even low-value refuse
suitable only for use in waste-to-
energy systems can all be done
with current technology without
posing grave risks to the environ-
ment, and at a profit. With the
new restrictions that are being
imposed by other countries, a
virtually limitless supply of raw
materials is assured.

In order for the opportunity to
bear fruit, however, the country
needs to move past the “not in my
backyard” mentality that dictates
much of its approach to environ-

mental policy. While that is not
always a bad perspective, it stymies
development that would produce
better results. For instance, the
blanket prohibition against waste
incinerators is preventing the de-
velopment of controlled incinera-
tion and waste-to-energy options.
That might be tolerable, if the
ban was not completely mocked
by the virtual non-enforcement
of the Clean Air Act and the blind
eye turned to the open burning of
trash. Likewise, resistance to the
development and expansion of
landfills - which is obviously not
a desirable option, but is still better
than doing nothing - encourages
open dumping,

The Philippines has often pre-
sented itself as the vietim of the
rest of the world'’s bad habits, but
the new global focus on plastic
pollution is at least a partial re-
sponse to the country’s lament.
A more proactive approach than
“victimhood" is now called for.

Email:ben.Im'tz@rnanﬂaﬁmes.net
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‘One million species will

disappear—if we let them

By THE EDITORS
Bloomberg Opinion

* HEN the findings of a land-
mark UN report on biodiver-
sity came out last week, the

headlinesranthegamutfromdepressing
to apocalyptic. One million species face
extinction, readers were told. Almost a
third of the world’s reef-forming coral
species, more than a third of its marine
mammals and 40 percent of its amphib-
ian species could die out. And that’s
just thenumber of species. Some 70 per-
cent of a11 coral reefs couId be affected

quantities has led to a decline in genetic

diversity which, in turn, makes crops
more vulnerable to disease and climate
change. Ifnothing changes, more species
will disappear—and a lot more people
could be going hungry. And yet, the same
reportoffered ahost ofideas tokeep this
frombecomingreality. Farmers cangrow
a wider array of crops, adopt practices
. thatenhancesoil qualityand changehow
they deal with pests. Shoppers can sup-
portlocalfarms, cutbackonmeatand eat
healthier diets. Regulators can support
food-labeling efforts; industry and non-
i ,goverq}nent orgamzatmns can promote

b.;mass bleaching induced by climate
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change—inascenariothatisn'teventhe

worst case. These grim findings were all
important and worthy of attention, of
course. Butamidthegloom, amajorpoint
of the report went largely unnoticed: It
doesn’t have to be this way.
Takeagriculture, forexample. Current
farmingpracticeshave causedlanddegra-
dationand speciesdeclinewhich, in turn,
threaten the crops themselves. Problems
withbees and otherpollinatorsalone put
roqghly&GOObﬂhomn globalcropoutput
atnsk,thereportnotes Cultivatingjusta

fewvarietiesofcrops andammalsmmass ;

sustainability certification schemes. And
developed countries can takea hard look
at the $100 billion in agricultural subsi-
dies they hand out each year.

Or consider the oceans. Overfishing
and pollution arerife, the reportsays. If

]

current trends hold, the total mass of

fish in the sea could fall by as much as
25percentbymidcentury,endangeringa
major source of protein for the develop-
ing world. Marine animals already have

enoughproblems: Plasticpollutioninthe
ocean has risen 40 percent since 1980,

affectmgmore thantwo-thirdsofallsea
turtles and nearly half of marine birds.
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