
Rt Hon Thérèse Coffey MP 
Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
Nobel House 
17 Smith Square 
London 
SW1P 3JR 
 
11 May 2023 
 
Dear Secretary of State,  
 
We are writing on behalf of EIA, Greenpeace UK and 79 other civil society organisations. We welcome the 
anticipated consultation on a ban of plastic waste exports to non-OECD countries. When announced, this 
2019 commitment was the most ambitious of any major exporting country in addressing the serious 
issues stemming from the plastic waste trade.  
 
The reasons for such a measure are clear, the plastic waste trade causes untold environmental and 
human health harm. The legal trade facilitates ever-growing illicit shipments and waste trafficking, 
further aided by its opacity and the difficulty of tracking waste outside of national jurisdictions. In 
addition, plastic waste exports since the late 1980s clearly correlate with increased levels of virgin plastic 
resin production – effectively acting as a linear loophole, rather than a circular system. This is all the 
more pertinent given the United Kingdom is one of the largest producers of plastic waste per capita, one 
of the largest plastic waste exporters since records began, and is battling significant levels of waste crime, 
both within the United Kingdom and beyond, as a result of continued exports.  
 
However, since this commitment has been made, there has been an ever-mounting unparalleled body of 
evidence and real-world experiences that demonstrate that these very same issues are also prevalent in 
OECD recipient countries of UK plastic waste, examples include Turkey, Poland and the Netherlands. 
Plastic recycling in OECD-recipient countries like Turkey threatens the human rights of local 
communities and workers, including children, refugees, and undocumented migrants. Furthermore, even 
if recycled, such exports lead to recycling capacity displacement in recipient countries. Effectively 
curtailing a recipient country’s ability to recycle domestically generated plastic waste. This has  further 
repercussions, an example being the EU, especially Netherlands, now the largest recipient of UK plastic 
waste, increasing plastic waste exports to non-OECD countries of late. 
 
As a result, more and more non-OECD and OECD recipient countries are putting in place strict import 
restrictions or bans in order to protect themselves from this trade. And, crucially, exporting countries are 
ever more cognisant of the necessity for regulatory reciprocity. Australia’s ban, the European 
Parliament’s recent positioning adopting a phased in full plastic waste export ban and the positionings 
of a range of different UK stakeholders reflect this. This includes then Chief Executive of the 
Environment Agency Sir James Bevan, the EFRA Committee, and a government-commissioned 
independent review of Net-Zero all calling for a full plastic waste export ban. Additionally, UK recyclers 
have for years raised the alarm that regulations, as they stand, place them at a disadvantage in addition 
to certain UK businesses actively seeking out UK recyclers to treat their plastic waste.  
 
In 2019, this Government made it clear that it sought to “continue to lead the world in tackling plastics 
pollution, both in the UK and internationally […]” and as a consequence made the commitment to ban 
certain UK plastic waste exports. However, as time has passed, domestic policies and this consultation’s 
current scope have not and will not fully address the numerous issues generated by UK plastic waste 
exports and pollution. This is compounded by the fact that only 9% of UK plastic waste exports are 
currently being shipped to non-OECD countries.  

https://ipen.org/sites/default/files/documents/ipen-plastic-waste-contamination-full-en.pdf
https://www.interpol.int/en/News-and-Events/News/2020/INTERPOL-report-alerts-to-sharp-rise-in-plastic-waste-crime
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/RW20_04/RW_Plastic_waste_EN.pdf
https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/EIA-The-Truth-Behind-Trash-FINAL.pdf
https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/EIA-The-Truth-Behind-Trash-FINAL.pdf
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.abd0288
https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/EIA-The-Truth-Behind-Trash-FINAL.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/353380047_An_Independent_Study_into_Fly-tipping_and_Unregistered_Waste_Carriers_in_England
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/ab3534a2-87a0-11eb-ac4c-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://www.greenpeace.org.uk/news/plastic-dumpsites-in-turkey-found-to-be-highly-contaminated-with-toxic-chemicals/
https://www.letsrecycle.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/INTERPOL-Report-OC-PC_Final.pdf
https://www.endsreport.com/article/1687783/why-packaging-fraudsters-importing-plastic-waste-netherlands
https://www.hrw.org/report/2022/09/21/its-if-theyre-poisoning-us/health-impacts-plastic-recycling-turkey
https://eia-international.org/wp-content/uploads/EIA_UK_Plastic_Waste_Trade_Report_0123_FINAL_SPREADS.pdf
https://www.plasticsoupfoundation.org/2022/09/nederland-blijkt-spil-in-wereldwijde-export-van-plasticafval-2/
https://www.ban.org/plastic-waste-project-hub/trade-data/uk-export-data
https://www.ban.org/plastic-waste-project-hub/trade-data/uk-export-data
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https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/crackdown-on-waste-crime-time-to-stop-trashing-our-future
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/crackdown-on-waste-crime-time-to-stop-trashing-our-future
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/52/environment-food-and-rural-affairs-committee/news/174191/mps-call-for-ban-on-all-plastic-waste-exports/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1128689/mission-zero-independent-review.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1128689/mission-zero-independent-review.pdf
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https://www.aldipresscentre.co.uk/business-news/aldi-rolls-out-soft-plastic-collection-points-to-all-stores/
https://www.conservatives.com/our-plan/conservative-party-manifesto-2019
https://www.conservatives.com/our-plan/conservative-party-manifesto-2019
https://www.uktradeinfo.com/


 
As a high-income country, the UK is best placed and responsible for the environmentally-sound recycling 
of its own plastic waste, with reduction of UK plastic consumption and avoidance of incineration being 
of primary importance in achieving this. As such, we strongly urge the government to maintain its 
ambition to be world-leading and, thus, include a phased-in ban of plastic waste exports to OECD 
countries in line with EFRA Committee recommendations within the scope of this consultation.  
 
On behalf of all signatories, we would welcome the opportunity to discuss these matters further with you 
or a member of your team. We look forward to receiving your response. 
 
Yours sincerely,  
 

 

  

Mary Rice  
Executive Director 
Environmental Investigation Agency 

Areeba Hamid 
Joint Executive Director 
Greenpeace UK 
 

Will McCallum 
Joint Executive Director 
Greenpeace UK 
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Germany 
Dana Winograd, CEO, Plastic Free Seas, Hong Kong 
Wing Yin Beatrice Siu, Senior Public Affairs Officer, Greeners Action, Hong Kong 
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Sekitar Kuala Langat, Malaysia  
Bishnu Bhatta, Director, Partnership for Sustainable Development Nepal, Nepal 
Mahesh Nakarmi, Executive Director, Health Environment and Climate Action Foundation (HECAF360), 
Nepal 
Liam Prince, Chairperson, Aotearoa Plastic Pollution Alliance, New Zealand 
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