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I. Introduction 

The increasing volume and complexity of waste are posing a serious risk to ecosystems and human 

health. Every year, an estimated 11.2 billion tons of solid waste is collected worldwide. To secure the future 

of the environment and the health of the next generations, the global recycling system needs to be 

strengthened.  

According to the United Nations Environment Programme’s (UNEP) article, “Plastic recycling: an 

underperforming sector ripe for a remake” article, “The world produces around 300 million tonnes of plastic 

waste each year. To date, only 9 percent of the plastic waste ever generated has been recycled, and only 

14 percent is collected for recycling now”. Regarding this, not all plastic can be recycled and this problem 

will lead to an even larger body of uncontrolled pollution. The UN responds to this situation as: “Some 3.5 

billion people, half the world’s population, lack crucial waste management services, significantly harming 

environment, health, and economies,” Therefore, without public awareness and action, humanity will face 

grave outcomes of the corrupted Global Recycling System. 

Recycling is a method of assembling and processing materials that might be thrown away as trash 

and turning them into a new product in a way that will be beneficial to society. To elaborate on the benefits 

of recycling: “Recycling a tonne of aluminum saves 1.3 tonnes of bauxite residues, 15 cubic meters of 

cooling water, 0.86 cubic meters of process water, and nearly 40 barrels of oil while preventing the emission 

of two tonnes of carbon dioxide and 11 kilos of sulfur dioxide.” Hence, strengthening the global recycling 

system would not just be beneficial to nature’s good but it also will be beneficial to the health of humanity 

and upcoming generations. In 2000, the incorporation of recycling in the European Union generated over 

229,200 jobs, which by 2008 had increased to nearly 512,340 an annual growth rate of over 10.5 percent. 

The proportion of people employed in waste-related recovery activities in there increased from over 400 

persons per million inhabitants in 2000 to over 600 in 2007, an increase of some 45 percent. Consequently, 

member states would benefit from the formation of a global recycling system from many distinct aspects.  

However, the call for the global recycling system is certainly immediate. The World Bank announced 

in 2018 that the international waste production is expected to rise 70% by 2050. The urban areas of Asia 

produce about 760,000 tons of municipal solid waste (MSW) per day, and it is estimated that this figure 
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will increase to 1.8 million tons of waste per day by 2025 (World Bank 1999).  Unless measurements are 

taken, the unconscious production of waste will cause scarcity and uncontrolled pollution threatening and 

causing the extinction of species. Notably, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand have no laws on waste 

management, and they do not have official definitions of solid waste and MSW. These member states need 

assistance in terms of financial and judicial management of waste. A significant example would be China 

making a decision to ban import foreign waste, including plastics, which has reverberated around the world, 

with recycling operations in other countries struggling to deal with the new reality. This new policy was 

dubbed “National Sword”. Basically, with this new policy, China stopped accepting shipments that are 

mixed with trash and low-quality recyclables like greasy paper materials. This new policy is really crucial 

because China has been the world’s biggest importer of waste for decades. China has imported paper, 

plastic, and scrap metal from other nations and processed these materials for reuse in the products they 

produce for export. However, the implementation of the National Sword has reduced the rate at which 

these materials are imported. This has created significant logjams in the international recycling system, 

II. Involved Countries and Organizations 

China  

In 2018, China decided to no longer be the dumping ground for the world’s recycled waste. 

Therefore, China’s “National Sword” policy, enacted in January 2018. The country banned the import of 

most plastics and other materials headed for that nation’s recycling processors which had handled nearly 

half of the world’s recyclable waste for the past quarter-century. China decided to ban imports of 24 

categories of solid waste, including certain types of plastics, paper, and textiles, citing environmental and 

health concerns. Essentially, it is seeking to upgrade its economy and deal more effectively with its own 

growing mounds of trash. The material it was importing added 10-13 percent to its overall waste levels. 

Another problem was the poor quality of waste imports, which made them more difficult to recycle and 

consequently hit profits for the Chinese companies involved. UNEP indicated: “Some experts argue that 

developed nations will, at last, have to face up to the true cost of their plastic addiction instead of shipping 

the problem to China, which has taken nearly half the world’s waste since 1992.” This decision by the 

Chinese government led to finding new ways and strengthening our recycling system because the “National 

Sword” policy could lead to much-needed investment in domestic recycling facilities as well as new ideas in 

plastic manufacturing to make products more appropriate to repurposing. It could also invigorate the 

vociferous public campaign to change our throwaway culture. 
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Malaysia  

After the Chinese ban in 2018, Malaysia has become one of the leading alternative destinations for 

plastic waste. This action has directly affected plastic waste exporters, especially from developed nations as 

they struggled to find other places to export their waste. Subsequently, Malaysia became among the top 

destinations for plastics scrap exporters in South East Asia. Most of the plastic scrap coming into the 

country is contaminated and low-quality plastic from developed countries that is non-recyclable. Malaysia’s 

Minister of Climate Change and Environment, Yeo Bee Yin, said that “Developed countries must be 

responsible in what they send out," She said that the plastic waste that was sent to Malaysia was in 

violation of the Basel Convention, a UN treaty on the trade of plastic waste and its disposal. 

Philippines  

After China and Indonesia, the Philippines ranks as the world’s third-biggest polluter, with 2.7 million 

metric tonnes of plastic waste generated each year. Although the Philippines has a high garbage collection 

rate among Southeast Asian countries. Crispian Lao, head of the Philippine Alliance for Recycling and 

Materials Sustainability (PARMS) said that “70 percent of the Filipino population has no access to disposal 

facilities and sanitary landfills, causing waste to leak into the oceans.” While the Philippines enacted a solid 

waste management law nearly 20 years ago to convert all open dumpsites into sanitary landfills, government 

data shows that there are still 403 open dumpsites and 108 controlled dumpsites in the country. The 

Philippines is getting serious about plastic waste imported illegally from developed countries, announcing in 

August 2019 The Philippines government said that they would impose a three-month moratorium on 

waste-related imports. After the “National Sword” policy, the Philippines became one of the main stops for 

plastic waste.  

UNEP  

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) is the leading global environmental authority 

that sets the global environmental agenda, promotes the coherent implementation of the environmental 

dimension of sustainable development within the United Nations system, and serves as an authoritative 

advocate for the global environment. UNEP prepared a report, The Role of Packaging Regulations and 

Standards in Driving the Circular Economy, about plastic waste policies has determined that limited 

packaging-related policies and weak enforcement are aggravating the problem of plastic pollution in 

South-East Asian countries. The report goes on to recommend that harmonized, pan-ASEAN policies would 

be beneficial to countries that are trying to solve the plastic pollution problem. It also suggests that countries 

would benefit from shared technology hubs in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) region 
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for recycling and monitoring of the trade-in plastic waste. “South-East Asia is a primary source and victim of 

plastic, where it is choking seas and threatening ecosystems and livelihoods,” said Kakuko 

Nagatani-Yoshida, UNEP’s Regional Coordinator for Chemicals and Waste. “If we want to solve the marine 

litter problem globally, we have to solve it in this region.” 

III. Focused Overview of the Issue 

The recycling system needs to be strengthened because every year, an estimated 11.2 billion 

tonnes of solid waste is collected worldwide. The decay of the organic proportion of solid waste is 

contributing about 5 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions. Ineffective waste management ranging 

from non-existing collection systems to ineffective disposal causes air pollution, water, and soil pollution. 

Open and unsanitary landfills contribute to the contamination of drinking water and can cause infection and 

transmit diseases. All of these things put a strain on the health of the people and the environment. To 

strengthen the system member states should develop specialized waste management strategies. For 

example, for every tonne of paper recycled, 17 trees and 50 percent of water can be saved also we have to 

raise awareness about this issue that is surrounding our world. The amount of collected waste annually is 

under-controlled because of our lack of awareness and not knowing the proper management skills for 

recycling. However, along with decent management systems, member states can conserve natural 

resources, protect the environment and ecosystems, save energy, reduce waste, and carbon footprint, and 

also contribute to the economy.  

Although the targets of the United Nations are international collaboration and exchange of ideas, 

many developed countries and bodies including the United States and The European Union export their 

trash to developing nations where low-wage workers sort the trash. This process is dubbed as the “global 

trash trade”.  Around two billion of waste is produced annually, and the global trash trade constitutes 

one-tenth of this production. Manufacturers then melt the scrap metal and plastic, which they use to 

produce new products. Making the matters worse, the majority of the trash is mislabelled deliberately as 

‘recyclable’ even though the shipments contain many non-recyclable products and contaminated plastics. 

Besides, some of these imports are shipped illegally to the region, leaving Southeast Asia countries 

desperate and with no capacity or the potential to deal with such waste while developed countries already 

could not. These types of trash end up in landfill or being dumped in the ocean. The global trash trade is 

already in alert growing continuously while exploiting labor and worker rights in developing countries. 

Consequently, developed countries keep developing their economies. When China implemented the 

“National Sword”, the focus of the developed countries to export their trash became the Southeast Asia 
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countries. The European Union followed by the United States sold more than 40 million metric tons of 

scrap material abroad, corresponding to roughly $20 billion dollars. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grap 1. Imports of plastic waste by China, Malaysia, Vietnam, and Thailand between January 2016 and November 2018 ( 
in tonnes per month).  

 

Table 1. Plastic Waste Import Trends (HS 3915) in tonnes 
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According to the graph above representing the monthly imports of plastic waste of Southeast Asia 

Countries, China’s Mainland Import Ban dramatically decreased the number of plastic imports of the 

member state in 2018 impacting the country’s environmental state positively, while adversely affecting 

Malaysia, Vietnam, and Thailand’s amount of imports. Before 2018, other member states were not the 

focus of the developed countries. China was importing 600,000 tonnes of plastic, while Vietnam, Malaysia, 

and Thailand’s imports were all under 100,000. Similarly, the trend is observed in Figures 2 and 3. The 

amount of waste import of Southeast Asia countries consistently increases from 2016 to 2018, while the top 

countries of concern are the United States of America, Japan, the United Kingdom, Germany, and China. 

Table 2. Top Exporters HS3915 TO ASEAN in (2018) Values in tonnes. 

1. Recycling Practices Around the World 

There are numerous recycling practices in the world that seemed to be effective and thus can be 

obtained by other member states. For example, in Sweden, the waste to energy program provides 

electricity to almost 250,000 households by burning non-recyclable waste. Therefore, Sweden makes use of 

the non-recyclable waste as well as the recyclable ones and makes sure all are proven effective, in a way. 

On the other hand, Japan follows an approach in which they encourage meticulous recycling. This refers to 

people being aware of recyclers, meaning they sort their waste and make sure they are ready to be recycled 

(not subject to any liquids, etc.) before disposing of them in the trash cans. If each and every citizen were 
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taught or at least inclined to an extent to such behavior, recycling rates among the world would increase 

dramatically creating strong global cooperation for the sake of the environment. Additionally, Japan can be a 

model for other member states along with their recycling system as the country reached a concrete 

recycling rate of 96% in 2000. This example also reflects the importance of education and self-awareness 

on the issue of recycling because even if the governments come up with waste management systems, the 

solution would not be sustainable if the citizens lack self-awareness. When people are taught the unwanted 

consequences and how the world is vastly affected by them, people can have a much different perspective 

on the situation and can be more focused on the importance of recycling.  

2. Conserving Natural Resources 

 Conserving and protecting the natural resources that are already present on Earth is a more 

immediate, mindful, and affordable action compared to researching or developing new resources and 

investing large bodies of money. The mindless consumption of fossil fuels already contributes to climate 

change. Relying on merely fossil fuels does not secure the future of the member states as they are limited. 

Therefore, member states should invest in alternative energy resources. Currently, Member States of the 

Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) advocate for the conservation of natural resources by 

recognizing the importance of natural resources for present and next generations and wishing to undertake 

individual and joint action for the conservation and management of their living resources. Compensating for the 

need for energy with alternative energy resources can reduce the vast consumption of fossil fuels.   

3. Saving Energy  

Every time a new product is produced from raw materials, large amounts of energy are consumed. 

Energy is used throughout the extraction, manufacturing, distribution, consumption, and disposal stages. 

Under normal circumstances, after the disposal stage, large bodies of waste is produced and collected in 

the waste centers. Nevertheless, in decent recycling policies, the re-extraction stage is substituted by the 

re-design and remanufacturing stages. Therefore, instead of wasting energy twice to extract, refine, and 

process raw materials, former materials are utilized and energy is saved. Less energy consumption also 

yields many indirect but positive results. Less energy means fewer fossil fuels are burned which reduces 

carbon dioxide production, meaning less greenhouse gas emissions.  

4. Protecting Environment and Ecosystems 

Plastic pollution is having a negative impact on the oceans and wildlife health. It’s because of the 

poorly managed wastes that are not recycled but that are thrown in the oceans and habitats of the animals. 

This makes the improvement of waste management systems across the world critical in terms of reducing 
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plastic pollution. If we don’t recycle properly we will have oceans pilled up with wastes that we threw away. 

In this graph we can see that the global primary production of plastic was 270 million tonnes; global plastic 

waste was 275 million tonnes. Plastic waste, that generated in coastal regions is most at risk of entering the 

oceans; in 2010 coastal plastic waste that has generated within 50 kilometers of the coastline amounted to 

99.5 million tonnes; only plastic waste which is improperly managed is at significant risk of leakage to the 

environment; in 2010 this amounted to 31.9 million tonnes; of this, 8 million tonnes 3% of global annual 

plastics waste entered the oceans throughout multiple outlets and rivers. Plastics in the ocean’s surface is 

several orders of magnitude lower than annual ocean plastic inputs.  

IV. Key Vocabulary 

Municipal Waste: Municipal waste is defined as waste collected and treated by or for municipalities 

Carbon Emissions: Carbon dioxide and carbon monoxide made by things such as factories or cars that 

burn carbon and cause pollution  

 The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN): The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) 

is a regional grouping that promotes economic, political, and security cooperation among its ten members: 

Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and Vietnam. 

ASEAN has contributed to regional stability by developing much-needed norms and fostering a neutral 

environment to address shared challenges also ASEAN worked with UNEP to improve its recycling system. 

The Basel Convention:  The Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous 

Wastes and Their Disposal, usually known as the Basel Convention, is an international treaty that was 

designed to reduce the movements of hazardous waste between nations, and specifically to prevent the 

transfer of hazardous waste from developed to less developed countries basically it’s a UN treaty on the 

trade of plastic waste and its disposal. The waste exports to Malaysia were a violation of this treaty. 

The Role of Packaging Regulations and Standards in Driving the Circular Economy: This is a report about 

plastic waste policies that has determined that limited packaging-related policies and weak enforcement are 

aggravating the problem of plastic pollution in South-East Asian countries.  

Municipal Solid Waste (MSW): Municipal Solid Waste (MSW) is commonly known as trash or garbage. 

Things that consists of everyday items we use and then throw away, such as product packaging, grass 

clippings, furniture, clothing, bottles, food scraps, newspapers, appliances, paint, and batteries  
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V. Important Events & Chronology 

VI. Past Resolutions and Treaties 

- UNEP/EA.4/Res.7  

The resolution suggests possible ways to prevent industrial waste and support innovative waste 

management initiatives. 
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Date (Day/Month/Year)  Event 

1997 

The European Commission adopted a Proposal for a 
Directive which aims to make vehicle dismantling and 
recycling more environmentally friendly in terms of recycling 
and recovery of vehicles and their components and pushing 
producers to manufacture new vehicles also with a view to 
their recyclability. 

2000  Japan reached a concrete recycling rate of 96%. 

2001 
China initiated the implementation of the Management Rules 
of Recycling End-of-Life Vehicles. 

2005 
Japan passes its Automobile Recycling law as first in the 
Asia. 

2013 

Operation Green Fence is launched as an effort to start 
getting exporting countries to clean their recycling, their 
plastics in particular 

2016 

The recycling industry generates a revenue volume of 
US$160 billion throughout the world in the year and employs 
around 1.5 million people. 

, 2016  The Sustainable Development Goals were adopted by the 
UN. 

2016  The Paris Agreement was signed. 

2017 
Germany receives recognition as the recycling world 
champion. 

2018 

China's Operation National Sword is enacted. The country 
banned 24 types of scrap and implementing much stricter 
and more rigorous contamination standards. Therefore, local 
governments and the recycling industry begin to face an 
unprecedented recycling crisis, especially in plastics. 

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/28472/English.pdf?sequence=3&isAllowed=y
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_Commission


 
 

- The draft resolution on marine litter and microplastics:  

During the course of the United Nations Environment Assembly of the United Nations 

Environment Programme (UNEP), Nairobi, Kenya, a draft resolution on marine litter and microplastics 

has passed. This resolution is in line with Sustainable Development Goal target 14.1,. It targets to 

“prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution of all kinds, in particular from land-based activities, 

including marine debris and nutrient pollution” by 2025.  

- The Paris Agreement: 

The Paris Agreement is within the UNFCCC and one of its objectives related to recycling is to 

terminate climate financing for waste incineration and to suspending all renewable energy credits and 

subsidies for waste disposal, including landfills and incinerators 

VII. Failed Solution Attempts 

One of the prominent reasons for not being able to tackle the plastic waste issue is the lack of waste 

management systems in order to stem the flow. As at least one-third of global waste is currently being 

mismanaged, obviously, waste management systems cannot deal with current waste volumes. Although 

incineration has been considered and preferred as a method to tackle the plastic waste issue, plastic yields 

many other forms of pollution even when it is burnt. Notably, incineration releases a significant amount of 

greenhouse gases threatening the environment. Such severe outcomes of incineration such as this are 

regulated also poorly in developing countries around the world causing the countries to experience an 

environmental crisis. 

Although developing countries go through the detrimental effects of a lacking waste management 

system in first hand, China as a P-5 country has been facing the inevitable results of waste import as well. In 

2016, the Chinese government imported two-thirds of the world’s plastic waste. Additionally, for about 30 

years, countries with strong economies such as the United States exported their trash to poor Asian 

countries. Then, China initiated the policy “National Sword” in 2017 as a way to secure its endangered and 

ominous future. The implementation of the new policy terminated the importation of all but the cleanest 

materials to China. The member state has applied enforcement of the 99.5% purity standard for all materials 

to be recycled. During that time, growing social, environmental, and economic concerns were considered 

as signals for the extreme restrictions by the officials. Predictably, China’s recycling imports decreased by 

99 percent by the end of the first year of the National Sword. Conversely, the Southeast Asia region started 

to import more post-consumer materials than in the past years. As a matter of fact, the Southeast Asia 
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countries aim to pick up 111 million metric tons of waste to be displaced by 2030 as a result of the Chinese 

policies.  Western countries like the United States, on the other hand, have been relying on 

internationally-selling their waste to make them vanish virtually. Since these countries sell waste to other 

countries instead of coping with the given problem by themselves, they did not obtain knowledge on 

establishing their own recycling systems. Without an efficient global recycling system, the menace of plastic 

to the environment is dramatically increasing for these countries. Plastics are expected to outweigh the fish 

in the ocean by 2050 while threatening other marine species. However, to apply a policy akin to China, the 

country’s citizens should be wealthy enough to purchase sustainable and recyclable products on daily 

basis. For the case of developing countries, that was not possible. Therefore, they have continued to accept 

the trashes of more authoritative and richer countries. Although China move’s other aim was to encourage 

other countries to construct their recycling management systems on their own, it failed as it requires a lot of 

time and effort to apply it at the same level as China. Moreover, Chine making this decision on its own 

created tension between the United States. Therefore, this sudden step basically, left the western countries 

struggling to deal with the accumulation of waste plastic and paper while searching for new waste markets. 

VIII. Possible Solutions 

As of now, there is no universal governance mechanism or regulatory body to ensure transparency 

and accountability of actors across the plastics value chain as a whole. Plastic pollution is a global issue that 

needs a “global” regulatory response such as the establishment of national reduction targets, monitoring 

requirements, and harmonized global standards. The initial step is understanding how much and where 

waste is generated as well as the types of waste being generated. This would allow local governments to 

realistically allocate budget and land, assess relevant technologies, and consider strategic partners for 

service provision, such as the private sector or non-governmental organizations. Then, member states 

should plan and provide a complete system for waste separation, collection, transport, treatment, recycling, 

and disposal of waste, while closing and rehabilitating a number of landfills in the waste storing areas. 

Additionally, member states can choose to invest in the delivery of a public awareness campaign designed 

to encourage people to separate their rubbish and recycle more which is not entirely adopted and applied 

by the developing countries. The changes should reduce illegal dumping, which in turn will reduce health 

risks to the local population, improve hygiene conditions and the quality of the environment. Additionally, 

Southeast Asian countries which have the highest rate of plastic leakage should be assisted by 

organizations such as World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) with the aim of eliminating unnecessary and 

environment-threatening plastic packaging through redesign and innovation and increasing recycled content 

in plastic packaging, moving from single-use to reuse where possible, ensuring all plastic packaging is 
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reusable, recyclable, or compostable. A possible solution can also be a global binding international 

agreement that increases accountability.  

IX. Useful Links 

- Southeast Asia’s Struggle Against the Plastic Waste Trade: 

https://storage.googleapis.com/planet4-philippines-stateless/2019/06/a72e63b1-waste-trade-repor

t-5b-1.pdf?_ga=2.100347866.552988082.1560739055-281246604.1499670505  

- This site mentions the benefits of recycling: 

https://friendsoftheearth.uk/natural-resources/7-benefits-recycling  

- This site is about how recycling helps conserve natural resources: 

https://deq.nc.gov/conservation/recycling/recycling-climate-change  

- This is about the Chinese ban: 

https://www.tes-amm.com/waste-import-bans-in-china-india/#:~:text=India%20is%20following%20

China's%20lead,and%20polyethylene%20terephthalate%20(PET).  

- This article is about the Basel convention: http://www.basel.int/   

- This article is about how Malaysia became a destination for some countries looking to get rid of their 

trash: 

https://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/asia/malaysia-world-plastic-waste-recycling-china-11048

810   

- This article is about a UN study about waste treatment: 

https://news.un.org/en/story/2013/10/452582-recycling-proper-waste-treatment-can-be-veritable-g

old-mine-un-environmental   

- This article is about the Philippines enlists corporate help as it moves to ban trash imports for 3 

months: 

https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Environment/Philippines-slams-the-door-on-world-s-plastic-waste  
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https://news.un.org/en/story/2013/10/452582-recycling-proper-waste-treatment-can-be-veritable-gold-mine-un-environmental
https://news.un.org/en/story/2013/10/452582-recycling-proper-waste-treatment-can-be-veritable-gold-mine-un-environmental
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Environment/Philippines-slams-the-door-on-world-s-plastic-waste
https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Environment/Philippines-slams-the-door-on-world-s-plastic-waste
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