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Global agreement on plastic pollution and SIDS

On March 2, 2022, member states adopted the 
resolution to “End Plastic Pollution: Towards an 
international legally binding instrument” at the 
fifth session of the United Nations Environment 
Assembly (UNEA). It establishes an Intergov-
ernmental Negotiating Committee (INC) and 
specifies its mandate with the overarching goal 
to develop and agree upon a legally binding 
global instrument on plastic pollution by the 
end of 2024. The resolution is seen as the flag-
ship resolution of UNEA-5 and as historical step 
(UNEP 2022a; McVeigh 2022). In any case, the 
resolution is the intergovernmental response to 
the ever louder calls to reduce or even eliminate 
plastic pollution, especially in the marine, but also 
increasingly in the terrestrial environment.

Plastic pollution has been high on the political, 
social and scientific agenda for many years, driven 
by increasing scientific evidence of the negative 
impacts of plastic pollution on the environment 
and the potential risks to human health, as well 
as fueled by photos of the Great Pacific Garbage 
Patch1 or animals entangled in single-use plas-
tic items. Already in 2016, the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP) stated that 
the “accumulation of plastic litter in the ocean is 
a common concern for humankind owing to its 
far-reaching environmental, social and economic 
impacts” (UNEP 2016: xii). In 2021, UNEP reit-
erated and intensified its concerns about marine 
plastic pollution by warning that “emissions of 
plastic waste into aquatic ecosystems are projected 
to nearly triple by 2040 without meaningful 
action” (UNEP 2021: 14).

1 The Great Pacific Garbage Patch is the largest of five offshore plastic accu-
mulation patches in the world. It is located half-way between Hawaii and 
California (The Ocean Cleanup).

In response to these concerns, the thrive towards 
the negotiation of a legally binding global 
agreement on plastic pollution gained increas-
ing momentum among policymakers, scientists, 
non-governmental organizations, and intergovern-
mental organizations. This included political dec-
larations from for instance the Nordic countries 
(Nordic Council of Ministers for the Environment 
and Climate 2019) and other regional organiza-
tions (ACMEN 2019; CARICOM 2019; SPREP 
2018) as well as the establishment of Group of 
Friends to Combat Marine Plastic Pollution 
(Norwegian Government 2020). Furthermore, a 
high-level ministerial statement on marine litter 
and plastic pollution was endorsed by more than 
70 governments (BMU 2021). It also included 
calls for negotiations by the private sector, ranging 
from financial institutions over consumer goods 
companies to trade organizations representing 
the plastics industry (www.plasticpollutiontreaty.
org). Likewise, various non-governmental actors 
pushed for negotiations on a global and legally 
binding agreement (EIA et al. 2020; Simon et al. 
2018; EMF 2020; WWF et al. 2020).

By convening an ad hoc open-ended working 
group from May 30 to June 1, 2022, in Dakar, 
Senegal, the first step towards negotiations of a 
global agreement on plastic pollution was taken. 
The working group was mandated to prepare 
the INC on plastic pollution, amongst others by 
drafting its rules of procedure and by proposing 
documents for its consideration. In addition, states 
agreed on a tentative timeline for negotiations that 
is summarized in figure 1 (UNEP 2022c).

http://www.plasticpollutiontreaty.org
http://www.plasticpollutiontreaty.org
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While (marine) plastic pollution is a serious and 
increasing threat to many countries around the 
world, small island developing states are particu-
larly affected by it and deserve special attention in 
a global agreement on plastics.

Against this background, the study analyses the 
challenges, needs and opportunities of SIDS 
in the context of a global agreement on plastic 
pollution. To this end, it briefly summarizes the 
scope, sources and impacts of plastic pollution 
(chapter 1) and reviews the existing policies and 
regulations in SIDS that target plastic pollution 
(chapter 2). Based on this analysis, the challenges 

of SIDS in combating plastic pollution are iden-
tified (chapter 3). From these challenges essential 
needs of SIDS are derived that (ideally) would be 
addressed in a global agreement and would help 
SIDS to overcome their challenges. Before the 
key findings are summarized in the conclusions, 
options for SIDS to effectively voice their interests 
in the upcoming negotiations are discussed.

Figure 1  Tentative timeline for the meetings of the INC on plastic pollution

2023 2024 20252022

INC-1
Week of 28 November 2022

INC-3
End of November 2023

INC-4
Early May 2024

INC-5
Early December 2024

INC-2
End of April 2023

Diplomatic 
Conference of
Plenipotentiaries
First half of 2025
Adoption of the instrument 
and opening to signature

UNEA-6
Week of 26 February 2024
Report INC progress
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Plastic pollution in SIDS: scope, sources and impacts

1.1 Scope and sources

 
SIDS are disproportionately affected by  
plastic pollution while they hardly contribute  
to the production and trade of plastics  
or plastic products 

SIDS contribute only very little to global plastic 
pollution2. Their share in the production and trade 
of plastics and plastic products is estimated to be 
extremely small (Barrowclough and Vivas Eugui 
2021; Stöfen-O’Brien et al. 2022).

 › SIDS contribute only 0.53 percent to the 
global production of fossil fuels (according to 
data from U.S. Energy Information Adminis-
tration), on which the production of polymers 
or virgin plastic still relies to over 99 percent.

 › SIDS account for only 0.13 percent of the 
global trade volume in polymers (in US$) 
(according to data from United Nations 
Comtrade Database), the base of any plastic 
products. Only Singapore is an exception and 
accounts for 4 percent of the global trade value 
in polymers.

 › SIDS’ share of trade in plastic products and 
articles amounted to only 2.2 percent of the 
global exports and imports of plastic products 
in 2019. Excluding Singapore, their share is 
as low as 0.32 percent (according to data from 
the United Nations Comtrade Database).

Likewise, and according to the latest available 
estimates, the contribution of SIDS to plastic waste 
generation in general and mismanaged plastic waste 
in particular at global level is extremely small. 

2 In general, scientific studies that assess and quantify the extent of plastic 
pollution in SIDS are scarce and often geograph-ically limited on specific 
hotpots ( Lachmann et al. 2017 provides an overview on such studies). By 
2017, 31 studies had been published, covering 37 SIDS. Hence, exact data on 
the extent of plastic pollution in SIDS is largely missing and most quantifica-
tions of plastic pollution in SIDS are based on estimates.

 › SIDS contributed 1.64 percent to the global 
plastic waste generation in 2010 (own calcula-
tion based on data from Jambeck et al. 2015).

 › SIDS’ contribution to mismanaged plastic 
waste in 2019 was only 1.56 percent of the 
global volume of mismanaged plastic waste 
(own calculation based on data from Meijer et 
al. 2021).

 › The share of SIDS in plastic waste that 
ultimately ends up in the world’s oceans is 
estimated at less than 1.3 percent on average 
(EIA 2020b).

 › However, the average waste generation per 
capita in SIDS is 2.3 kg per day, which is 48 
% higher than the world average of 1.55 kg 
(UNEP 2019b).

Yet, the global plastics economy imposes an enor-
mous burden on SIDS, with significant amounts 
of plastic litter washing up on their shores, leading 
to disproportionate amount of plastic pollution 
given the size of SIDS (EIA 2020b). Existing esti-
mates indicate that most of the plastic pollution in 
SIDS is sea-bound: the plastic originates offshore 
and from other countries and is then transported 
to the SIDS through ocean currents (UNCRD 
2019). UNEP estimates that many SIDS gener-
ally suffer from higher levels of sea-bound plastic 
pollution than other countries (UNEP 2019b). 
Against this background, some observers conclude 
that – similar to climate change – SIDS are on the 
“frontline of plastic pollution” (EIA 2020a: 11).
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Increasing amounts of domestic plastic  
waste aggravate sea-bound plastic pollution  
in SIDS while they are essential to their  
economies or challenging to mitigate 

In addition to the sea-bound plastic pollution the 
situation in SIDS is further aggravated by two 
predominantly domestic sources of plastic waste.

First, the use of plastics and plastic products has 
been and is still increasing in many SIDS. Since 
most plastics and plastic products are imported in 
SIDS, it is difficult for them to target the pollu-
tion at the source (UNEP 2019b). 

Second, the tourism sector, including cruise ships, 
generates considerable amounts of plastic waste 
(UNEP 2019b). In general, tourists generate 
significantly more (plastic) waste per capita than 
residents in SIDS (EIA 2020b). However, too 
far-reaching and ambitious interventions to reduce 
plastic pollution from the tourism sector could 
have a negative impact on economic prospects and 
employment opportunities in many SIDS. Their 
economies and labor markets often depend signifi-
cantly on tourism (see below).

Overall, this results in a per capita generation 
of plastic waste in many SIDS that is above the 
global average, although there are significant 
differences between SIDS (own calculation based 
on data from Jambeck et al. 2015).

 
Waste management systems often  
cannot keep up with the growing volumes  
of plastic waste 

Waste management systems in SIDS often remain 
insufficient on several dimensions, often due to 
geographical, demographic and economic charac-
teristics of SIDS (see section on SIDS’ challenges 
in reducing plastic pollution for a more detailed 
discussion). In particular, remote and isolated 
SIDS have even more problems with waste man-
agement (IUCN 2020). 

Five deficiencies stand out:

 › Many SIDS lack adequate waste collection 
services that cover substantial shares of their 
population (GEF 2019). 

 › Separation, sorting and recycling of waste 
streams is still uncommon or underdeveloped 
in many SIDS (EIA 2020b; Lachmann et al. 
2017).

 › Many SIDS lack adequate and controlled 
landfills or dumpsites where the leakage (and 
open burning) of plastic waste can be pre-
vented. As result, the largest share of plastic 
waste is still often disposed of in unmanaged 
or uncontrolled (and often illegal) dumps, 
in the environment or burned in open pits 
(UNEP 2019b). 

 › Appropriate end-of-life management technol-
ogies are often unavailable in SIDS (UNEP 
2019b), including appropriate recycling tech-
nologies (UNEP 2015).

 › Even when waste management policies and 
regulations exist, they are often poorly imple-
mented and enforced (Lachmann et al. 2017). 

Overall, these conditions result in significant 
amounts of mismanaged plastics (waste) leaking 
into the environment. According to the latest 
available estimates, the per capita rate of plastic 
waste in many SIDS is well above the global aver-
age (Meijer et al. 2021). Thus, the marine environ-
ment is particularly affected through leakage from 
open and/or uncontrolled dumpsites, as these are 
often located near rivers or the sea (UNEP 2019b).
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1.2 Impacts

Specific research on the impacts of plastic 
pollution in SIDS is scarce. However, many of 
the effects observed to date in more general and 
overarching studies are likely to occur in SIDS, 
too. Therefore, this section briefly introduces the 
main findings of existing research on the general 
impacts of plastic pollution before specifying the 
particular effects of plastic pollution in SIDS as 
much as possible.

 
Plastic pollution has negative impacts  
on terrestrial and marine environments,  
national economies, societies in general  
and human health 

Nowadays, these effects are largely undisputed, 
even though related research is still in its infancy 
(UNEP 2021). As for the impact of marine plastic 
pollution, a recent meta-study that reviewed more 
than 2,500 studies on the effects of plastic pol-
lution on the marine environment identified five 
main impacts (Tekman et al. 2022):

 › In most cases, the encounter of marine species 
with marine plastic litter has negative impacts.

 › Macroplastics can harm marine species and 
ecosystems through entanglement, ingestion, 
smothering and leakage of associated chemi-
cals, in some cases leading to death of marine 
organisms.

 › Macroplastics can cause severe and irreversible 
damage to coral reefs and mangrove forests.

 › Microplastics are ingested or inhaled by 
marine organisms, resulting in digestive tract 
blockages, an increase in chemical concentra-
tions in marine organisms and toxicological 
effects.

 › Microplastics have entered the marine food 
chain, ultimately leading to potential risks to 
human health.

While research also suggests that plastic pollution 
poses significant risks to human health there is 
still the need for more evidence and knowledge 
about the causal pathways (SAPEA 2019). In 
particular, open burning of plastic waste, the 
occurrence of plastics in seafood and the leaching 
out of chemicals or other harmful substances are 
thought to affect human health (UNEP 2021).

Moreover, plastic pollution often has significant 
economic consequences. Above all, it affects the 
livelihoods of coastal communities, tourism, 
fisheries and aquaculture. In 2018, the associated 
costs were estimated to lie between US$ 6 and 19 
billion (UNEP 2021). 

 
In SIDS, the relatively poor and  
overwhelmed waste management  
has significant impact on the environment  
and health 

Three effects on the environment and human 
health stand out. 

First, plastic waste often leaks into the envi-
ronment as many dumpsites on SIDS are open, 
uncontrolled and unsanitary (EIA 2020b). The 
leakage endangers marine and coastal ecosystems 
as well as the land areas and water courses in the 
surroundings of the dumpsites. In particular, 
mangroves, sea grasses and coral reefs are affected 
(UNEP 2015). Moreover, leaked plastic waste can 
hinder or block the flow of water, which can lead 
to the flooding during heavy rains (UNEP 2019b).

Second, the widespread practice of burning plastic 
waste in open pits leads to the release of toxic, 
hazardous and carcinogenic pollutants into the 
air, which pose risks to human health. Moreover, 
the residual ash from open burning contaminates 
water and soil, which again turn into human 
health risks (EIA 2020b).
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Third, SIDS are particularly vulnerable to marine 
plastics that enter the human food chain, posing a 
particular threat to the health of people living in 
SIDS. The uptake of plastics through the con-
sumption of sea food is likely to be considerable, 
as many coastal and indigenous communities rely 
heavily on sea food as their main diet (UNEP 
2021).

 
Plastic pollution threatens essential  
livelihoods and sources of income in SIDS 

SIDS are particularly vulnerable to the potential 
economic consequences of plastic pollution, as 
it affects two economic sectors that are essential 
pillars of national economies and livelihoods in 
SIDS.

On the one hand, plastic pollution threatens the 
tourism sector, which is for many SIDS indispen-
sable in terms of job creation, income, economic 
growth, and foreign exchange earnings (UNEP 
2019b; World Bank 2022). However, the attrac-
tiveness of SIDS as a tourist destination depends 
heavily on the perception of the islands as pristine 
paradises with extraordinary white beaches and 
exceptional high biodiversity. Beaches littered 
with plastics and the loss of biodiversity threaten 
this perception and might deter tourists from 
travelling to SIDS (EIA 2020b; Lachmann et al. 
2017; Schuhmann 2012). Overall, plastic litter 
reduces the recreational quality and enjoyment of 
coasts and beaches, ultimately leading to declines 
in tourism and revenue losses (UNEP 2019b).

On the other hand, plastic pollution threatens 
marine organisms and resources which for many 
SIDS are essential livelihoods and sources of 
income. The diet of many residents in SIDS relies 
heavily on seafood. In addition, fishery – like 
tourism – is another major source of income 
for the population and an important sector in 
the national economics of SIDS (IUCN 2020). 
Increasing plastic pollution thus might diminish 
the food and economic base for local populations 
in SIDS (Lachmann et al. 2017). Ghost fishing in 
particular has negative impacts on fish yields and 
catches, that is when abandoned, lost or otherwise 
discarded fishing gear, mostly made of plastic, 
continues to catch fish (UNEP 2019b).

Overall, these observations suggest that wherever 
plastic pollution occurs in SIDS, some adverse 
impacts will occur. In the worst case, increasing 
levels of plastic pollution significantly reduce 
revenues in SIDS and deteriorate the livelihoods 
of many residents.
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Plastic governance in SIDS

Over the past years, a steadily increasing num-
ber of strategies, plans, policies and regulations 
that specifically target plastic pollution has been 
adopted and implemented in SIDS at global, 
regional and national levels.

 
The majority of SIDS have ratified, signed  
or acceded several global and regional  
instruments, protocols and conventions  
related to marine (plastic) pollution 

Even though there is not yet a global agreement 
on plastic pollution, several global instruments, 
protocols and conventions exist that partially 
regulate certain aspects of plastic pollution. Based 
on a review of the literature, Karasik et al. (2020) 
identified 24 such instruments, protocols and con-
ventions that are typically described as directly or 
indirectly addressing plastic pollution. Most SIDS 
have signed, ratified or acceded to at least some of 
the instruments, protocols and conventions but 
far from all.

At regional level, several conventions, strategies 
or action plans have been developed and adopted 
that guide actions specifically related to marine 
(plastic) pollution. They do often aim generally at 
the prevention and reduction of marine pollution 
from land-based sources and of waste discharges 
from economic activities into the marine envi-
ronment (UNEP 2019a). Likewise, most regional 
strategies or action plans target marine litter in 
general (Wienrich et al. 2021). Since the largest 
share of marine litter is however plastic, these 
strategies and action plans are highly relevant in 
the combat of plastic pollution.

Figure 2 provides a global overview of such 
instruments and shows that there is at least one 
instrument, strategy or action plan in all regions 
where SIDS are located. In the case of the Pacific 
SIDS, for example, there are three conventions, 
two protocols and six strategies or action plans in 
place at regional level (EIA 2020b). In case of the 
Caribbean SIDS, one convention, three protocols 
and two strategies or action plans are in place at 
regional level (UNEP 2022d). However, the sign-
ing and ratification of conventions and protocols 
often did not lead to the implementation of their 
commitments into national policy and regulatory 
frameworks. When they are implemented, the 
focus was on waste management in the down-
stream, while measures to prevent plastic pollu-
tion tended to be neglected (EIA 2020b).

 
The majority of SIDS have formulated  
and adopted an increasing number  
of national policies and/or regulations  
that target plastic pollution 

Since 2012 in particular, SIDS have increasingly 
addressed plastic pollution through the formu-
lation and adoption of national policies and 
regulations that specifically target the problem. As 
of 2020, 46 such policies and regulations exist in 
SIDS (see table in Annex I for details).

Bans, as one regulatory measure, are considered to 
work quite effective, especially if they have been 
introduced in close consultation with impor-
tant stakeholders (UNEP 2019b). In Mauritius, 
for example, non-biodegradable plastic bags 
were banned and a levy on disposable bags was 
imposed in 2015. Both measures led to consider-
able decreases in single-use plastic bags (UNEP 
2019b). Similar observations were made in Samoa. 
Against this background, some observers assign a 
leading role to SIDS, in particular in the Pacific, 
with regard to policies and regulations that ban or 
levy plastic products (EIA 2020b).
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Figure 2  Overview on regional instruments, strategies and action plans related to plastic pollution

Source: UNEP 2019a

Some SIDS use fee- or levy-based approaches 
to reduce plastic pollution from specific plastic 
products, for example Fiji, Kiribati, the Marshall 
Islands, Palau, Saint Lucia and Tonga. These fees 
or levies typically target the import of plastic 
products. Palau imposes a general environmental 
protection departure fee of US$30 on each tourist, 
the highest such fee among the SIDS. The revenue 
is used to finance measures that aim at reducing 
the environmental impacts of tourism, includ-
ing improved waste management (EIA 2020b). 
Likewise, several Caribbean SIDS impose small 
levies on tourists (up to US$1.50) in order to 
improve the financial base of their waste man-
agement. According to UNEP, the revenues from 
these tourist levies account for 12 to 40 percent of 
the operating costs of waste management in the 
Caribbean SIDS (UNEP 2019b).

Kiribati and Palau have even introduced depos-
it-refund schemes for beverage containers, includ-
ing but not limited to plastic containers. In Palau, 
this scheme has been very effective since 2013 and 
is financially self-sustaining. As result, 4,000 tons 
of beverage containers were recycled and not dis-
posed of on landfills in Palau. Nowadays, beverage 
containers and household waste bins have almost 
disappeared from the environment. In addition, 
the scheme generated income for informal waste 
pickers and reduced environmental damage and 
costs of plastic pollution in the fishery and tour-
ism sector (UNEP 2019b; EIA 2020b).

In addition to the adoption of policies and 
regulations, some SIDS have started to improve 
their waste management systems, in particular 
recycling which however is generally still relatively 
underdeveloped. In Trinidad and Tobago, the 
waste collection, sorting and recycling capacities 
were expanded. In addition to waste transfer 
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stations and recovery facilities, it operates a facility 
that recycles all kinds of waste, including beverage 
containers. The heart of this facility is a plant that 
washes polyethylene terephthalate (PET) bottles 
and processes them so that the recycled PET can 
be used for other products (UNEP 2019b). Bar-
bados reduced waste being disposed on landfills, 
including plastic waste, by 70 percent through 
the establishment of an integrated transfer and 
recovery facility where the different waste streams 
are separated and then recycled (UNEP 2019b). 
Municipalities in Tonga installed more than 150 
collection points for recyclable materials and 
waste and commissioned a private company to 
collect and recycle the waste. However, due to the 
lack of more recycling licenses and accompanying 
policies, recyclable materials are still disposed of 
in landfills (EIA 2020b).

Despite the significant progress made over the last 
decade, the overall evaluation of these policies and 
regulations is mixed. First, the polices, regulations 
and actions just described hardly address the 

broader issue of waste management. If they do, 
they tend to focus on waste collection and treat-
ment issues and lack a comprehensive approach, 
that includes waste prevention through reuse, 
recycling, recovery and return schemes (UNEP 
2019b; EIA 2020b). Moreover, they often target 
macroplastics or marine debris (EIA 2020b). 
Second, more policies and regulations are needed 
that promote the reuse of plastics and divert 
plastic waste streams from landfills or dumping 
(UNEP 2019b). Third, pricing mechanisms that 
go beyond taxes, levies and fees like Extended 
Producer Responsibility (EPR) schemes still need 
to be developed, adopted and implemented in 
SIDS (UNEP 2019b). Fourth, and finally, major 
gaps remain, in particular regarding measures 
that target plastic pellets, including micro- and 
nano-plastics, that seek to improve the reusability 
and recyclability of plastic products, and that con-
tribute to the recovery of abandoned, discarded or 
lost fishing gear (UNEP 2019b; EIA 2020b).



 

3
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Challenges of SIDS in combating  
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SIDS are confronted with several, often interre-
lated challenges when it comes to reducing plastic 
pollution. These in turn contribute to or are a con-
sequence of the overall plastic pollution situation 
in SIDS.

 
A disadvantageous combination of  
demographic, geographical and economic  
characteristics makes the necessary  
improvements in waste management in  
many SIDS relatively or even prohibitively  
expensive and difficult to achieve 

In many SIDS, improvements of waste man-
agement systems are necessary since they often 
cannot keep up with the growing volumes of 
plastic waste (see above). Several geographic and 
demographic characteristics considerably increase 
these costs for most SIDS to higher levels than in 
other countries. In many SIDS, the consequences 
of these high costs are amplified by the relatively 
poor economic and financial conditions. UNEP 
describes these costs as a “major hindrance to 
progress” in the management of plastic waste or of 
waste in general (UNEP 2019b: 72). Two geo-
graphic characteristics contribute to the relatively 
and in some cases prohibitively high costs for 
effective waste management that also shy away 
private actors to invest in and maintain waste 
management operations (UNEP 2015).

First, the generation of plastic waste in SIDS is 
geographically spread across many different, often 
isolated small islands, with considerable and often 
vast distances between the islands of a single 
SIDS. The geographical dispersion of islands and 
their waste generating populations makes the col-
lection and treatment of all kinds of waste often 
extremely difficult in terms of logistics and trans-
portation (Lachmann et al. 2017; EIA 2020b). As 
a result, access to and provision of regular waste 
collection and sorting is often severely limited in 
many SIDS (EIA 2020b). Equally important, the 
geographical dispersion also considerably increases 
the costs for waste collection and, consequently, 
for waste treatment (UNEP 2019b).

Second, many SIDS are geographically highly 
isolated and located in far distance from global 
markets. This isolation makes equipment and 
technologies for proper waste management sys-
tems and operations more expensive as transpor-
tation distances to many SIDS are very long and 
transportation costs are correspondingly higher 
(UNEP 2019b; Agamuthu and Herat 2014). In 
addition, recyclable plastic waste often has to be 
exported outside the SIDS. Due to the currently 
very low prices for recycled materials on world 
markets, such exports are however often hardly 
cost-efficient or cost-covering and often cause pro-
hibitively high costs (UNEP 2019b; Lachmann et 
al. 2017).

The cost implications of these geographical char-
acteristics are aggravated by two factors.

On the one hand, demographic factors fur-
ther reduce prospects for establishing effective, 
cost-efficient and cost-covering waste manage-
ment systems. The populations of many SIDS are 
relatively small in size and the population density 
is relatively low, either overall or on individual 
islands (Lachmann et al. 2017). The resulting low 
quantities of waste limit the prospects for suffi-
cient and cost-reducing economies of scale at local 
and, depending on the SIDS, at national level 
(GEF 2019; UNEP 2015; Agamuthu and Herat 
2014). Under these conditions, the prospects for 
competitive domestic markets for recyclable mate-
rials are severely limited (UNEP 2019b).

On the other hand, the poor overall financial 
and economic situation in many SIDS further 
increases the hurdle to set-up and operate effective 
waste management systems. This is particularly 
true for the nine SIDS that are classified as least 
developed economies by the UN and/or as heavily 
indebted poor countries by the World Bank and 
the International Monetary Fund. It is also likely 
to apply to six more SIDS that are classified as 
lower middle-income countries by the World 
Bank. In other words, almost half of all SIDS are 
likely to struggle with the costs and investments 
required to improve their waste management 
systems.
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Against this background, it is hardly surprising 
that many SIDS report insufficient funding as one 
of the key challenges in setting up and operat-
ing an effective waste management system (EIA 
2020b). UNEP estimates that the expenditures for 
waste management in SIDS will have to at least to 
double if waste shall be effectively diverted from 
landfills into other, more sustainable end-of-life 
treatment options (UNEP 2019b).

Finally, improvements of waste management are 
complicated by the limited availability of appro-
priate land areas for the establishment of proper 
landfills. This is one of the major reasons why 
plastic waste is still often disposed of in uncon-
trolled landfills or open dumpsites (Lachmann 
et al. 2017). In general, landfills pose significant 
challenges for the land-use planning in SIDS. On 
the one hand, many SIDS lack appropriate flat 
land areas close to areas where plastic waste is gen-
erated (UNEP 2015). Customary land tenures and 
local resistance when landfills are planned close to 
neighborhoods following “Not in My Backyard” 
positions aggravate this situation (Agamuthu and 
Herat 2014). On the other hand, the availability 
is limited by the small size of the islands (UNEP 
2015).

 
Waste prevention as effective means  
to reduce plastic pollution is largely  
beyond the control of SIDS 

Instead of investing in the improvements of waste 
management systems, SIDS could of course try 
to reduce plastic pollution by preventing the 
generation of plastic waste in the first place. This is 
typically considered the most effective approach to 
reduce plastic pollution and called for by scien-
tists and activists (Simon et al. 2021; Bergmann 
et al. 2022; EIA 2020b). Also, UNEP considers 
waste prevention of “paramount importance” in 
SIDS (UNEP 2015: 44). In SIDS, however, this 
approach is difficult, if not impossible for one 
major reason. The vast majority of actors in the 
upstream of the plastics life cycle that would need 
to be targeted by such an approach operate outside 
their jurisdictions (Stöfen-O’Brien et al. 2022).

Two main approaches exist to prevent the 
generation of plastic waste at its source. Most 
importantly, the production of virgin fossil fuel-
based plastic (polymers) could be reduced or even 
capped. To this end, measures would need to 
target economic actors in the upstream of the plas-
tic value chain, namely oil, gas and petrochemical 
companies. Although a total of eleven SIDS have 
oil and gas producing companies within their 
jurisdictions, their contribution to the world pro-
duction is hardly worth mentioning (see above). 
Neither are petrochemical companies operating at 
larger scales in SIDS, except for Singapore.

In addition, plastic waste prevention might be 
achieved through improved and more sustaina-
ble designs of plastic products, increasing their 
reusability, recyclability or recoverability. This is 
another key instrument to prevent plastic pol-
lution at the source and in the first stage of the 
plastics life cycle (Simon et al. 2021; Rauben-
heimer and Urho 2020; Rognerud et al. 2021). 
Product design lies however in the responsibility 
of plastic manufacturers, which process plastic 
pellets into plastic products, and/ or consumer 
companies, typically large multi-national brands. 
Nevertheless, and comparable to plastic produc-
tion, no meaningful plastic manufacturing takes 
place in SIDS, again with the only exception 
of Singapore (see above). In fact, the value of 
imported plastic products in most SIDS by far 
outweighs the value of imported polymers that 
can be used for the domestic manufacturing of 
plastic products. According to the UN Comtrade 
database, imported plastic products in most SIDS 
account for more than 90 percent of the aggregate 
value of imported plastic products and imported 
polymers. Targeting domestic plastic producers 
and/ or manufacturers on SIDS would therefore 
have negligible effects at best.

Moreover, most of the plastic waste that SIDS 
have to struggle with is sea-bound. After enter-
ing the oceans somewhere else and floating in 
ocean currents, it is eventually washed ashore 
their coastlines (see above). This source of plastic 
pollution is obviously beyond the direct regulatory 
control of SIDS.
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Against this background, the adoption of specific 
policies and regulations, such as bans (and tariffs 
or fees) that restrict or prohibit the imports of 
certain plastic products into SIDS, is here consid-
ered the best option SIDS have to prevent plastic 
waste (EIA 2020b). Also, targeting the tourism 
sector is an effective means to cope with largely 
“imported” plastic pollution (UNEP 2015). Such 
measures help to prevent and reduce the amount 
and range of plastics entering SIDS from outside 
(EIA 2020b). However, their effects are hampered 
by another challenge that SIDS face: weak imple-
mentation and enforcement.

 
Implementation and enforcement of  
national policies and regulations to reduce  
plastic pollution is often weak 

While many SIDS adopted national policies and 
regulations to reduce plastic pollution, they often 
struggle with the effective implementation and 
enforcement of these policies and regulations 
(UNEP 2019b). Three major barriers to more 
effective implementation and enforcement have 
been identified.

First, SIDS often lack governance capacities 
and financial resources for the ongoing and 
continuous implementation and enforcement 
of their waste-related legislation (UNEP 2019b; 
Agamuthu and Herat 2014).

Second, coordination among responsible actors is 
oftentimes weak and competing priorities among 
government officials impair a more consequential 
implementation and enforcement. Coordination 
across and between levels is however important 
since an effective implementation and enforce-
ment of waste management depends on appropri-
ate actions and decisions by numerous actors from 
the private and public sector as well as civil society 
at different levels from national to municipal 
(UNEP 2019b).

Third, and somewhat related to the first two bar-
riers, the low levels of expertise in waste manage-
ment among both operators as well as government 
officials pose a major challenge to implement and 
enforce the provisions (GEF 2019). This prevents, 
for example, the effective supply of management 
services by operators (UNEP 2019b). Moreover, 
monitoring and control skills are missing (UNEP 
2019b).

 
In many SIDS, technologies to  
improve waste management are  
unavailable or unsuitable 

Technologies are critical to improve the waste 
management not only in SIDS but in many other 
countries that seek to manage the increased plastic 
waste quantities in a (more) sustainable way after 
their use. In particular recycling technologies are 
important in this regard. Yet, such technologies 
are either unavailable in SIDS or unsuitable. This 
poses a significant challenge to SIDS in their 
attempts to cope with the increasing amounts of 
plastic waste (GEF 2019).

There are three reasons why technologies are 
often unavailable or unsuitable in SIDS. First, the 
transport and shipping costs of such technologies 
to remote and isolated islands can be prohibitively 
high, in particular for those SIDS that in addition 
struggle with relatively poor economic and finan-
cial conditions (see above). Second, even if SIDS 
can afford and are willing to bear the higher costs, 
the application of recycling technologies is often 
not a cost-efficient option for them because they 
lack economies of scale. This applies in particular 
to those SIDS that are characterized by small and 
sparse population (see also above). For exam-
ple, waste-to-energy or other waste-to-resource 
technologies are considered unsuitable for many 
Pacific SIDS, amongst other because they usually 
operate most efficiently only at larger scales (EIA 
2020b; Lachmann et al. 2017). Third, waste 
management technologies need to be operated and 
maintained. This often requires a relatively high 
level of technical knowledge, which is however 
often missing in SIDS (UNEP 2019b; Agamuthu 
and Herat 2014), making it difficult to operate 
and maintain technologies effectively. 
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In many SIDS, data and knowledge  
on plastic waste streams is lacking and  
impairs effective interventions to  
reduce plastic pollution 

Any effective intervention to reduce plastic pollu-
tion depends on knowledge about where to apply 
the lever. Data and knowledge on waste in general 
and plastic waste in particular is however largely 
missing in SIDS.

In particular, most SIDS lack regular data on the 
type, quantity, characteristics, trends, sources 
and fate of (plastic) waste (UNEP 2019b). This 
prevents a proper assessment of the extent of plas-
tic pollution in SIDS (see above) and the deter-
mination of where plastic pollution can be best 
addressed (IUCN 2020). This lack is due to three 
factors (UNEP 2019b): First, most SIDS do not 
yet conduct environmental monitoring, let alone 
waste monitoring. Second, harmonized methods 
of data collection have not been agreed upon and 
third, many SIDS lack basic technologies to moni-
tor and assess waste streams.



 Needs and opportunities of SIDS  
in the context of a global agreement  
on plastic pollution

4



// 22

Needs and opportunities of SIDS in the context of a global agreement on plastic pollution

Based on the preceding analysis of plastic pol-
lution, plastic governance and the challenges of 
SIDS in reducing plastic pollution, several core 
needs of SIDS in the combat of plastic pollution 
can be identified.

1. The amount of plastic waste that is washed 
ashore the coastlines and beaches and float-
ing in the territorial seas needs to be reduced.

2. Collection and treatment of plastic waste 
need to be upgraded, broadened and 
expanded.

3. Economically viable solutions for waste col-
lection and treatment need to be supplied 
and deployed.

4. Waste prevention needs to be prioritized.

5. Suitable and affordable waste management 
technologies need to be made available, 
including related capacities.

6. Implementation and enforcement of exist-
ing legislation, strategies, policies and reg-
ulations need to be strengthened, including 
related capacities.

7. Funding of and investments into prevention 
and management of plastic waste need to be 
secured and sustained.

8. Monitoring and assessment of plastic pollu-
tion needs to be improved.

On top of national efforts and unilateral actions 
in SIDS, a global agreement on plastic pollution 
might provide opportunities for SIDS to address 
these needs. Ultimately, this depends however 
on the actual provisions of the global agreement, 
which cannot be predicted. Nevertheless, it is 
possible to specify which provisions would be 
helpful for SIDS to address plastic pollution, and 
to speculate on the prospects of such provisions 
eventually being integrated into a global plastics 
agreement. Against the background of the core 
needs of SIDS in combating plastic pollution, 
three main (sets of) provisions stand out.

 
SIDS would benefit from a global  
agreement that facilitates and supports  
a transition towards a more circular  
global plastics economy 

SIDS essentially and generally need a global 
agreement that, in one way or another, prevents, 
reduces or limits the amount of plastic waste that 
is entering and floating the oceans and ultimately 
ending up and polluting their coastlines and 
beaches. In fact, any meaningful reduction of 
plastic pollution in SIDS largely depends on such 
an agreement given that most of the plastic pol-
lution in SIDS originates outside their territories 
and is beyond their direct control (see above). In 
the context of a global agreement, there are two 
basic options in this regard.

On the one hand, the agreement might contain 
provisions on improving capacities at the end-of-
life stage of plastics, that is the management and 
disposal of waste in an environmentally sound 
manner so that less waste leaks into the terrestrial 
and marine environments. Such measures would 
also include ocean clean-ups. The UNEA resolu-
tion on the mandate for the INC mentions “envi-
ronmentally sound waste management” as one 
aspect that should be considered in the negotia-
tions in order to promote the sustainable produc-
tion and consumption of plastic products (UNEP 
2022b). However, it is expected that with plastic 
production increasing and projected to increase in 
the coming years, focusing only on waste manage-
ment and disposal is unlikely to effectively reduce 
plastic pollution (Borrelle et al. 2020).

Instead, there is broad consensus among scien-
tists, policymakers, stakeholders and activists 
that to effectively reduce plastic pollution in the 
oceans, comprehensive approaches are needed 
that facilitate a transition towards a more circu-
lar global plastics economy and that address the 
entire life cycle of plastics (Simon et al. 2021; 
Raubenheimer and Urho 2020; PEW 2020; EIA 
et al. 2020; BMU 2021). In the UNEA reso-
lution governments explicitly refer to “circular 
economy approaches” and decide that the INC 
“is to develop an international legally binding 
instrument on plastic pollution, […], based on a 
comprehensive approach that addresses the full 
lifecycle of plastic” (UNEP 2022b). In other 
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words, the global agreement may include such 
approaches as they are not excluded a priori by the 
formulation of the negotiation mandate.

Circular economy approaches aim at facilitating a 
plastic economy in which plastic and plastic prod-
ucts are kept and circulate in the system, while 
their disposal of as waste would rather be the 
exception than – like nowadays – the rule. While 
there are many specific measures that might be 
used to promote a more circular global plastics 
economy and thus might be included in the global 
agreement, four key measures currently dominate 
the public and scientific debate:

1. A cap on and progressive reduction of virgin 
plastic production, obliging companies to 
produce less and fewer virgin polymers

2. Targets for reusability and/ or recyclability of 
plastic products, obliging states or companies 
to increase the share of reusable and re-used 
as well as recyclable and recycled plastics and 
plastic products

3. EPR schemes for plastic products, obliging 
producers to collect and manage their plastic 
products after use and/ or to bear the related 
costs

4. Sustainability standards for plastic products, 
defining international and environmentally 
sound criteria for reusability and recyclability 
of plastic products as well as for additives in 
plastic products

None of these measures is mentioned in the 
UNEA resolution (UNEP 2022b). The resolu-
tion generally and vaguely speaks of the need to 
“specify the objectives of the instrument” (UNEP 
2022b). Overall, this leaves considerable room 
for any goal or target to be negotiated and agreed 
upon by states. This may turn out as advantage 
but can also provoke substantial debate. Seen from 
the perspective of SIDS, the cap and targets would 
yield the greatest benefits since they directly target 
and impact the quantities of plastic and plastic 
products that are put on the market and/ or end 
up as waste, inside or outside their territories. 
Moreover, the more specific, measurable and 
ambitious the cap or target, the more SIDS would 
benefit from the global agreement.

Yet, the cap and targets are also the measures 
that are likely to meet fierce opposition in the 
negotiations on the global plastics agreement. 
Depending on the ambitions of the cap or targets, 
they might substantially reduce the market size 
for virgin plastics and new plastic products, thus 
jeopardizing the economic prospects of companies 
in the upstream sector, above all plastic producers 
and manufacturers. In particular, states where the 
upstream sector is economically important and 
businesses fear market losses will most likely resist 
such measures. This includes such powerful states 
like China and the US that rank first and second 
in the global production of virgin polymers and 
plastic products alike (in 2019). With Singapore, 
it also includes a SIDS that ranks sixth in the 
global trade with polymers (in 2020). Finally, and 
since virgin plastic production uses fossil fuels, 
it includes Russia, Saudi-Arabia, Canada, Iraq, 
Iran, the United Arab Emirates and Brazil that 
were among the top-ten oil-producing countries 
in 2020. Even if states do not resist, the upstream 
sector gathers large multi-national companies with 
considerable resources, like Dow, ExxonMobil, 
SABIC and BASF, to name just a few, with reve-
nues ranging between US$ 39 and 279 billion.

The resistance from these states and/ or companies 
is even more likely given that many of these states 
and companies and their fossil fuel-based econo-
mies or business models are already under severe 
regulatory pressure through international climate 
policy.

EPR schemes might also face resistance. Yet, in 
many cases companies simply shift the additional 
costs of collecting and managing plastic products 
onto consumers and thus have no immediate 
economic disadvantage.
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SIDS would benefit from a global  
agreement that creates valuable and  
profitable after-use markets  
for plastic products 

SIDS need a global agreement that helps them in 
overcoming their challenges in waste management 
as well as in securing and sustaining funding into 
prevention and management of plastic waste. 
Even if the global agreement effectively reduces 
the amount of plastic waste entering the oceans 
and ending up on the shores of SIDS, zero plastic 
pollution will not be achieved. Instead, plastic 
waste will continue to be generated outside and 
inside the SIDS. This waste needs to be managed, 
let alone the legacy plastic waste that is already in 
the oceans and will be washed ashore the coast-
lines of SIDS in the coming decades. Again, two 
options exist.

On the hand, parties could agree to establish 
and fund a financial mechanism that provides 
financial support to SIDS (and other countries 
in need) in setting up and operating effective 
waste management systems. It is remarkable in 
this context that the UNEA resolution mentions 
the most far-reaching option as worthwhile for 
consideration (UNEP 2022b): an independent 
financial mechanism (like the Multilateral Fund 
for the Montreal Protocol that is governed by 
an independent body and rests on mandatory 
contributions). Yet, given the general reluctance of 
states to set up new institutions, the establishment 
of such an independent financial mechanism is 
rather unlikely (Busch et al. 2022). Moreover, 
experiences, for example with states’ pledges to 
fund climate policies, show that the actual pro-
vision of resources often remains insufficient and 
falls behind expectations or promises. Neverthe-
less, any dedicated financial mechanism of some 
kind would benefit SIDS in two ways. It could 
at least provide some direct funding to states in 
need. In addition, it could facilitate access to exist-
ing financial resources from multi- and bilateral 
donors and assist in applying for these resources 
(Busch et al. 2022; Busch 2022).

On the other hand, the parties could agree on pro-
visions that create valuable and profitable after-use 
markets for recovered and recycled plastic prod-
ucts at regional and global level. The cost-benefit 
ratio in SIDS to collect and recycle plastic waste 
could then be improved and become economically 
viable. This in turn could facilitate and stimulate 
the necessary investments into waste collection 
and treatment services and could also make waste 
management technologies affordable. Overall, 
this could lead to an upgrade and expansion of 
plastic waste management systems, ultimately 
leading to a cost-efficient reduction of plastic 
pollution. In addition, it is expected that the 
effective creation of such markets through a global 
agreement de-risk the necessary investments 
into waste collection and treatment to an extent 
that it attracts substantial and much needed and 
demanded investments from private actors (Busch 
et al. 2022; Busch 2022).

In the context of the global agreement, this can be 
achieved though measures that increase the prices 
for virgin plastics and new plastic products so that 
prices for recovered and recycled plastic and re-us-
able plastic products become competitive. To this 
end, several of those instruments that promote 
a more circular plastics economy can be used, 
namely a cap on and progressive reduction of vir-
gin plastic production, targets for reusability and/ 
or recyclability of plastic products and sustainabil-
ity standards for plastic products. If set at the right 
level, the caps and targets could ultimately make 
virgin plastics and new plastic products more 
expensive than recovered and recycled plastic and 
re-usable plastic products. Sustainability stand-
ards for plastic products could ease the re-usabil-
ity, recyclability and recoverability of plastic and 
plastic products so that the related costs decrease. 
Other measures that contribute to such shifts 
in prices include taxes on virgin plastics or tax 
differentiation between more and less sustainable 
plastics and plastic products. The global introduc-
tion of such fiscal instruments is also discussed in 
the current debate (Busch et al. 2022).
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Yet, these measures are again likely to meet sub-
stantial resistance from states where the upstream 
sector is economically important and businesses 
fear market losses, for the same reasons that were 
outlined above.

 
SIDS would benefit from a global  
agreement that promotes and builds  
institutional, political and technical  
capacities and improves expertise and  
knowledge on plastic pollution 

SIDS need a global agreement that helps them 
in improving their plastic governance. The 
effectiveness of any global agreement obviously 
depends on the capacity and ability of its parties 
to implement related activities that many SIDS 
are however lacking. Several options are typically 
included in any global agreement to strengthen 
the institutional, political and technical capacities 
of states and improve expertise and knowledge on 
plastic pollution. These might also benefit SIDS 
in the context of the global agreement on plastic 
pollution.

1. National inventories and assessments of 
sources, pathways and impacts of plastic 
pollution

2. National strategies and action plans on plastic 
pollution and/or more generally on waste

3. Capacity building mechanisms

4. Financial mechanisms

The UNEA resolution refers to all these options as 
worthwhile for consideration in the negotiations.

As regards national inventories and assess-
ments, UNEA made two important decisions. 
The resolution on the INC mandated states to 
“negotiate provisions on scientific and socio-eco-
nomic assessments related to plastic pollution” 
and recommends considering the “possibility of 
a mechanism to provide policy relevant scientific 
and socio-economic information and assessment 
related to plastic pollution” dedicated to a sci-

ence-policy interface (UNEP 2022b). This inter-
face could support SIDS in preparing and con-
ducting national inventories and assessments, like 
the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) does 
and gather and provide the necessary data and 
knowledge on sources, pathways and impacts of 
plastic pollution in their specific context, thereby 
identifying promising targets of policy interven-
tions. Such an interface can also conduct more 
general and much needed regional and global 
assessments on plastic pollution (Busch et al. 
2021). In addition, states adopted at the UNEA 
2022 another resolution of potential relevance on 
“Science-policy panel to contribute further to the 
sound management of chemicals and waste and to 
prevent pollution”. This resolution paves the way 
for an intergovernmental and independent global 
science-policy interface, similar to Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and 
IPBES, with the goal to “contribute further to the 
sound management of chemicals and waste and 
prevent pollution”. Such a panel could also operate 
as science-policy interface in the context of the 
global agreement on plastic pollution.

As regards national strategies and action plans, 
the resolution encourages negotiating parties to 
include provisions that “promote national action 
plans to work towards the prevention, reduc-
tion and elimination of plastic pollution” and to 
“develop, implement and update national action 
plans reflecting country-driven approaches to 
contribute to the objectives of the instrument”. In 
the context of SIDS, such strategies and national 
action plans are considered important and neces-
sary, but often missing pillars for improvements 
in the combat of plastic pollution (UNEP 2019b). 
The inclusion of “elimination” in the formulation 
renders possible negotiations about relative ambi-
tious strategies and plans.
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As regards capacity-building mechanisms, which 
are the cornerstone of almost every multilateral 
environmental agreement, the UNEA resolution 
describes them extensively and in detail. SIDS 
could benefit from such a mechanism in several 
ways. To name the most important ones, they 
could receive support in;

 › the formulation, implementation and enforce-
ment of effective domestic policies to reduce 
plastic pollution, including policies to raise the 
much-needed financial resources from domes-
tic (and private) sources (Busch et al. 2022);

 › the establishment of appropriate institutions, 
such as dedicated authorities for plastic waste 
management (Simon et al. 2021) or coor-
dination bodies (EIA 2020b) at national or 
regional levels;

 › the supply, operation and maintenance of suit-
able waste management technologies; or

 › the development and improvement of rele-
vant technical, administrative and political 
expertise.

As regards the financial mechanism, the resolu-
tion on the INC mandate opens the possibility to 
establish a dedicated and independent financial 
mechanism (see above). SIDS could benefit from 
the basic function of financial mechanisms under 
a global agreement. This is typically and primarily 
financial support for measures that assist states in 
meeting their obligations, as actions and activities 
that support the compliance with commitments 
agreed under the agreement. If sufficient financial 
resources are made available, the financial mecha-
nism can also help SIDS in setting up and operate 
effective waste management systems (see above).



 Options for SIDS to voice  
their interests and needs in negotiations  
of a global plastics agreement
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In principle, SIDS have two options to effectively 
voice their interests and needs in the upcom-
ing negotiations of a global plastics agreement: 
building coalitions with like-minded actors and 
developing and implementing a common strategy 
of influence.

 
SIDS can leverage their influence in  
the negotiations by building coalitions  
and alliances with like-minded states  
and stakeholders 

In the negotiation of any multilateral environ-
mental agreement, individual SIDS have often to 
struggle with their relative minor economic and 
political weight as well as their limited negotia-
tion capacity when compared to other states. The 
best option for SIDS to overcome the lacking 
political and economic leverage and to meet the 
capacity challenges of multilateral negotiations 
is the formation of coalitions and alliances. This 
has already proven successful for SIDS during 
international climate negotiations (Betzold et al. 
2012) where SIDS are generally considered to 
have had a disproportionate large influence on 
the process and outcomes when considering their 
actual political and economic clout (Ourbak and 
Magnan 2018). A coalition only among SIDS, for 
example, enables them to bring in their combined 
political and economic weight and to pool their 
resources during the negotiations. Moreover, it 
increases the probability that talented negotiators 
with suitable diplomatic and political skills rep-
resent the SIDS in the negotiations of the global 
plastics agreement.

In addition to other SIDS, potential partners for 
such coalitions and alliances are on the one hand 
states that face similar challenges in the combat of 
plastic pollution and that pursue similar inter-
ests and goals in the negotiations of the global 
plastics agreement, including but not limited to 
other developing and least developed countries, 
for example in the G77. That such coalitions and 
alliances are possible is shown, for example, by the 
broad support of the Ocean Day Plastic Pollution 

Declaration made by the chair of Alliance of 
Small Island States (AOSIS) during the UN Gen-
eral Assembly Debate in June 2021. It was signed 
by more than 70 states (AOSIS 2021a, 2021b). In 
general, AOSIS appears to be the most promising 
institutional location for such a collation, as it was 
established and continues to address and repre-
sent the concerns of SIDS on environmental and 
climate change matters within the UN system 
(Ourbak and Magnan 2018). It also significantly 
contributed to the influence of SIDS in the inter-
national climate negotiations. Moreover, that such 
coalitions and alliances are possible is also shown 
by the reference to the special needs of SIDS in 
the ministerial statement that was adopted at 
the Ministerial Conference on Marine Litter 
and Plastic Pollution in Geneva (and hybrid) in 
September 2021. It was endorsed by more than 70 
states and the European Union, including many 
important developed countries with more political 
and economic weight in multilateral negotiations. 
These already existing signs of multi-stakeholder 
support also opens the possibility for individual 
SIDS or groups of SIDS to partner with other 
important negotiation blocs in the context of the 
global plastic agreement.

Other potential partners for such coalitions and 
alliances are on the other hand civil society actors 
and scientific communities that share and support 
the causes of SIDS. Such coalitions may operate as 
advocacy groups for the interests and positions of 
SIDS outside the actual negotiations, for example 
by influencing the discourses on plastic pollution 
and the needs of SIDS in the context of a global 
plastics agreement. They may also provide support 
to SIDS in the actual negotiations through politi-
cal, technical and legal advice. Such alliances and 
their different functions are seen as one important 
reason for the influential role of SIDS in the inter-
national climate negotiations (Betzold 2010). Such 
an alliance already exists among Pacific SIDS. It 
brings together ten states 3 and five organizations 
from civil society and science 4 (EIA 2020b).

3 Fiji, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, Samoa Tonga, Tuvalu, 
Kiribati, Marshall Islands and Palau.

4 Centre for International Environmental Law, World Wildlife Fund Pacific, 
International POPS Elimination Network
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SIDS can leverage their influence in  
the negotiations by developing and  
implementing a common strategy to  
influence the discourse and negotiations  
of the global plastics agreement 

However, the mere formation of a coalition or alli-
ance will not be sufficient. In order to effectively 
voice their interests, it would be beneficial for 
SIDS to develop and implement a joint and prom-
ising strategy, either individually and/or as part of 
a coalition and alliance, in the negotiations on the 
global plastics agreement and related discourses. 
In case of the international climate negotiations, 
the development and implementation of a compel-
ling strategy is seen as a major factor that contrib-
uted to the disproportionate influence of SIDS. 
Most importantly, it enabled SIDS to speak with 
one solid, distinguished, and noticeable voice.

According to analyses of the SIDS’ role in these 
negotiations, several factors contribute to the 
success of such a strategy (Betzold et al. 2012; 
Rasheed 2019; Águeda Corneloup and Mol 2014). 
They can serve as orientation for a comparable 
strategy in the negotiations of a global plastics 
agreement. SIDS would benefit from

 › arriving at a common problem definition;

 › defining common interests and positions in 
the combat of plastic pollution;

 › agreeing on basic norms and principles to 
which they refer;

 › agreeing on goals and targets that they want to 
achieve;

 › developing a joint narrative or storyline that 
furthers their goals and interests inside and 
outside the actual negotiations;

 › developing and submitting concrete proposals 
and initiatives in the negotiations; and

 › leading by example and showing commitment 
through the unilateral adoption and imple-
mentation of domestic measures that target 
plastic pollution.

While the first five elements enable SIDS to speak 
with one voice in the negotiations and related 
discourses, the last two elements (Betzold et al. 
2012) serve to gain and increase credibility and 
legitimacy.

The actual starting point and basis for such a 
strategy might be to highlight the disproportion-
ate effects of plastic pollution on SIDS and the 
specific vulnerability of SIDS to the effects of plas-
tic pollution. In the preceding analysis of scope, 
sources and impacts of plastic pollution in SIDS, 
both aspects were identified as urgent matters 
in most SIDS. The strategy might also include 
strong references to the principle of common 
but differentiated responsibilities and the pollut-
er-pays principle, as SIDS suffer significantly from 
plastic pollution while contributing only little to 
it. The use of such a narrative has been shown to 
significantly increase the influence of SIDS in the 
international climate negotiations.

In addition, such a strategy might include several 
actions that contribute to building momentum 
and raising awareness, thereby indirectly influenc-
ing the course of negotiations and related dis-
courses. In this regard, SIDS might benefit from

 › organizing dedicated meetings prior to the 
INC meetings, for example high-level meet-
ings such as the Ministerial Conference or 
side-events at related multilateral processes;

 › formulating, adopting and communicating 
common declarations/statements on the 
negotiations as such or specific aspects, also 
involving like-minded stakeholders where 
possible; and

 › using media and other campaigns, for example 
to raise awareness about the peculiarities of 
SIDS and plastic pollution.



 

3
 Summary of main findings
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Overall, the analysis resulted in 18 key findings that are summarized below.

Scope and sources of plastic pollution in SIDS

1. SIDS are disproportionately affected by plastic pollution while they hardly 
 contribute to the production and trade of plastics or plastic products.

2. Increasing amounts of domestic plastic waste aggravate sea-bound plastic pollution 
in SIDS while they are essential to their economies or challenging to mitigate.

3. Waste management systems often cannot keep up with the growing volumes  
of plastic waste. 

Impacts of plastic pollution in SIDS

4. Overall, plastic pollution has negative impacts on terrestrial and marine  
environments, national economies, societies in general and human health,  
in SIDS and elsewhere.

5. The relatively poor and overwhelmed waste management in SIDS has significant 
impact on the environmental and health.

6. Plastic pollution threatens essential livelihoods and sources of income in SIDS,  
in particular the tourism and fishery sector. 

Plastic governance in SIDS

7. The majority of SIDS have ratified, signed or acceded several global and regional 
instruments, protocols and conventions related to marine (plastic) pollution.

8. The majority of SIDS have formulated and adopted an increasing number of 
national policies and/or regulations that target plastic pollution.

>
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Challenges of SIDS in combating plastic pollution

9. A disadvantageous combination of demographic, geographical and economic  
characteristics makes the necessary improvements in waste management in many 
SIDS relatively or even prohibitively expensive and difficult to achieve.

10. Waste prevention as effective means to reduce plastic pollution is largely beyond 
the control of SIDS.

11. Implementation and enforcement of national policies and regulations to reduce 
plastic pollution is often weak.

12. In many SIDS, technologies to improve waste management are unavailable or 
unsuitable.

13. In many SIDS, data and knowledge on plastic waste streams is lacking and impairs 
effective interventions to reduce plastic pollution. 

Needs and opportunities of SIDS in the context of  
a global plastic agreement

14. SIDS would benefit from a global agreement that facilitates and supports a transi-
tion towards a more circular global plastics economy.

15. SIDS would benefit from a global agreement that creates valuable and profitable 
after-use markets for plastic products.

16. SIDS would benefit from a global agreement that promotes and builds institu-
tional, political and technical capacities and improves expertise and knowledge on 
plastic pollution. 

Options for SIDS to voice their interests and needs in  
the negotiations

17. SIDS can leverage their influence in the negotiations by building coalitions and 
alliances with like-minded states and stakeholders.

18. SIDS can leverage their influence in the negotiations by developing and imple-
menting a common strategy to influence the discourse and negotiations of the 
global plastics agreement.
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 Annex I: 
Policies and regulations specifically related 
to plastic pollution in SIDS
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Country Policy Product type Year

Antigua and 
Barbuda

Ban
Several single-use plastic 
products

Prohibition of import, distribution, sale and use 
of shopping plastic bags

2016

Ban
Styrofoam food service pro-
ducts

Prohibition of import and use 2017

Bahamas Ban
Single use plastic food ware
Non-biodegradable, etc. single 
use plastic bags

Prohibition of import, distribution, manufacture, 
sale and use

2020

Bahrain Ban Plastic waste Prohibition of imports of plastic waste of all kinds 2019

Barbados Ban
Plastic bags, single-use plastic 
containers, cutlery, straws

Prohibition of manufacture, distribution, import 
and use

2019

Belize Ban Single-use plastics Prohibition of import, manufacture and sale 2020

Cabo Verde Ban Plastic bags for packaging
Prohibition of production, import, marketing and 
use

2015

Fiji

Ban Plastics
Prohibition of discharge from ships within  
Fiji waters

2013

Fee Plastic bags
Environment and Climate Adaptation Levy on 
plastic bags

2017

Ban Polystyrene products
Prohibition of manufacture, sale, supply and 
distribution

2020

Tariff
Single-use or non-recyclable 
plastics

Tariff on import 2006

Grenada Ban
Non-biodegradable products, in-
cluding single-use plastic bags

Prohibition of manufacture, import, sale and use 2018

Guinea-Bisseau Ban Plastic bags No further information available n.a.

Guyana Ban Expanded polystyrene products Prohibition of import, manufacture and sale 2015

Haiti Ban
Food packaging and disposable 
polystyrene products

Prohibition of import, manufacture and sale 2012

Jamaica Ban Single-use plastic Prohibition of import and distribution 2018

Kiribati

Fee Plastic bags No further information available

Deposit-refund Beverage container
Fee on imports, passed onto consumer and then 
partially refunded upon return

2005

Ban Multiple plastic products Prohibition of import 2019

Maldives Phase-out plan Single-use plastics Phase-out until by 2023 2020

Marshall Islands
Ban Multiple products

Prohibition of import, manufacture, sale or distri-
bution of Styrofoam cups and plates, disposable 
plastic cups and plates, and plastic shopping bags

2016

Fee Beverage container Fee on import and manufacture 2018

Mauritius Ban Plastic bags Prohibition of import, manufacture, sale and supply 2015

Micronesia Ban Plastic bags No further information available

Nauru Ban Plastic products Prohibition of disposal by burning 2020

Palau

Requirement Multiple plastic products
Tour operators shall offer reusable alternatives 
to plastic water container, food containers and 
straws

2018

Ban Plastic products Prohibition of import 2017

Deposit-refund Beverage containers Fees finance recycling fund 2006

Ban
Disposal plastic and polystyre-
ne beverage containers

Prohibition of provision by government offices 
and agencies

2018
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Country Policy Product type Year

Papua New 
Guinea

Ban Single-use plastic bags Prohibition of issuing of permits and the import 2020

Samoa

Ban Plastics
Prohibition of discharge of any plastics from all 
vessels in all locations

2008

Partial ban Plastic products
Prohibition of import of plastic products without 
license

2006

Ban
Single-use plastic shopping 
bags, packing bags and straws

Prohibition of import, manufacture, export, sale 
and distribution

2018

São Tomé and 
Príncipe

Ban Plastic bags
Prohibition of import, manufacture and distribu-
tion

2020

Seychelles

Import  
regulations

Bottles made of polyethylene 
terephthalate (PET)

If plastic bottles only PET bottles can be impor-
ted

2013

Ban
Plastic bags and certain pro-
ducts with polyvinyl chloride

Prohibition of import 2014

Ban
Styrofoam and polystyrene bo-
xes and some plastic utensils

Prohibition of sale, manufacturing and import 2017

Ban Single-use plastic straws Prohibition of sale, manufacturing and import 2019

Singapore
Ban Plastic waste Prohibition of discharge into the sea 2001

Ban Plastic bags No further information available

Saint Lucia

Fee Plastic containers No further information available 2008

Ban
Styrofoam and plastic food 
service containers

Prohibition of import, manufacture, use, sale and 
distribution

2019

Ban Polyethylene bags No further information available 2020

Saint Vincent 
and the Grena-
dines

Ban
Polystyrene food service 
products

Prohibition of import, manufacture and sale 2017

Ban
Single-use plastic bags and 
certain plastic food containers

Prohibition of import, distribution, sale and use 2019

Timor-Leste
Ban and res-
trictions

Plastic bags, packaging and 
other plastic products

Prohibition or restriction of import, manufacture, 
distribution, sale and use

2020

Tonga Levy Plastic bags and containers Levy on import 2013

Trinidad and 
Tobago

Ban Polystyrene foam products No further information available 2019

Tuvalu

Ban Single-use plastic products Prohibition of import 2019

Fee
Plastic bottles and selected 
other plastic products

Levy on import 2019

Vanuatu Ban
Single-use plastic bags, straws 
and polystyrene takeaway 
boxes

Prohibition of manufacture, use and import 2018

 
Source: https://plasticpollutioncoalitionresources.org/resources/maps/, Karasik et al. 2020, Egui 2021, UNEP 2021, EIA 2020a 

https://plasticpollutioncoalitionresources.org/resources/maps/
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