March 6, 2023

Dear Dr. Orellana,

Thank you for the opportunity to share input to inform the preparation of the thematic report on the toxic impacts of some climate solutions for the UN Human Rights Council. 

Plastic Pollution Coalition is a non-profit communications and advocacy organization that collaborates with an expansive global alliance of organizations, businesses, and individuals to create a more just, equitable, regenerative world free of plastic pollution and its toxic impacts.

As governing bodies make agreements and take action to address the climate crisis on a global scale, fossil fuel industries have reacted to new regulations on burning these greenhouse-gas emitting fuels by ramping up plastics production. What’s more, the fossil fuel and plastic industries commonly emphasize the “need” for lightweight plastic products as part of a “low-carbon” future. Not only is this argument inaccurate, as plastic’s production and existence is a major contributor to the climate crisis[footnoteRef:0], but it ignores plastics’ toxic pollution that harms people and other living beings, and the Earth all life needs to survive. [0:  CIEL. (2019). Plastic & Climate: The Hidden Costs of a Plastic Planet. https://www.ciel.org/reports/plastic-health-the-hidden-costs-of-a-plastic-planet-may-2019/ ] 


More than ninety-nine percent of plastics are made of chemicals sourced from fossil fuels, and fossil fuel energy is overwhelmingly used to extract, transport, and refine fossil fuels; and power production and shipment of plastics.[footnoteRef:1] Plastics drive the climate crisis and toxic pollution from the moment their fossil fuel ingredients are extracted to when they are deposited in landfills, the environment[footnoteRef:2], or combusted in incinerators[footnoteRef:3] or open burns.[footnoteRef:4] Plastics and the tiny particles they shed (called microplastics and nanoplastics)[footnoteRef:5] pollute indoor[footnoteRef:6] and outdoor air[footnoteRef:7], fresh waters, soils[footnoteRef:8], oceans[footnoteRef:9], wildlife[footnoteRef:10], and human bodies[footnoteRef:11].  [1:  CIEL. (2017) Fossils, Plastics, & Petrochemical Feedstocks. https://www.ciel.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Fueling-Plastics-Fossils-Plastics-Petrochemical-Feedstocks.pdf ]  [2:  Royer, S., et al. (2018). Production of methane and ethylene from plastic in the environment. https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0200574 ]  [3:  CIEL. (2019). Plastic & Climate: The Hidden Costs of a Plastic Planet. https://www.ciel.org/reports/plastic-health-the-hidden-costs-of-a-plastic-planet-may-2019/ ]  [4:  Velis, C.A., and Cook, E. (2021). Mismanagement of plastic waste through open burning with emphasis on the Global South: A systematic review of risks to occupational and public health. https://pubs.acs.org/doi/full/10.1021/acs.est.0c08536 ]  [5:  Rochman, C.M., et al. (2019). Rethinking microplastics as a diverse contaminant suite. https://setac.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/etc.4371 ]  [6:  Vianello, A., et al. (2019). Simulating human exposure to indoor airborne microplastics using a Breathing Thermal Manikin. https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1038/s41598-019-45054-w.pdf ]  [7:  Habibi, N., et al. (2022). Microplastics in the atmosphere: A review. https://www.oaepublish.com/jeea/article/view/4571 ]  [8:  Koutnik, V.S., et al. 2021. Distribution of microplastics in soil and freshwater environments: Global analysis and framework for transport modeling. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0269749121001305 ]  [9:  Koelmans, A.A., et al. 2017. All is not lost: Deriving a top-down mass budget of plastic at sea. https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/aa9500 ]  [10:  Susanti, N.Y.K., et al. 2020. Microplastics and the impact of plastic on wildlife: A literature review. https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1755-1315/528/1/012013 ]  [11:  Wu, P., et al. 2022. Absorption, distribution, metabolism, excretion and toxicity of microplastics in the human body and health implications. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0304389422011542 ] 


Additionally, plastics are made with thousands of chemicals that easily leach out into living bodies and ecosystems. Many of these chemicals are known to be harmful to humans and other animals.[footnoteRef:12] Plastics and their fossil fuel ingredients especially harm the Black and Indigenous peoples, and other people of color, as well as low-income, and rural communities, especially in the Global South, that are disproportionately targeted for industrial infrastructure and activities and plastic disposal. Such communities are already underserved and exposed to myriad forms of environmental injustice based on racial and class discrimination.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Zimmerman, L., et al. 2021. Plastic products leach chemicals that induce in vitro toxicity under realistic use conditions. https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acs.est.1c01103 ]  [13:  United Nations Environment Programme. (2021). Neglected: Environmental Justice Impacts of Marine Litter and Plastic Pollution. Nairobi. https://www.unep.org/resources/report/neglected-environmental-justice-impacts-marine-litter-and-plastic-pollution ] 


We urge the Human Rights council to take into consideration the toxic relationship between plastics and fossil fuels, the outsized harm to human rights and to acknowledge a need for urgent action. We strongly recommend solutions that stop plastic pollution and greenhouse gas emissions at the source. This includes systems that facilitate growth and use of nontoxic regenerative materials that have been used by humans for time immemorial, such as algae and mushroom; reuse, refill, and share systems that eliminate the need for new materials to be produced; education and opportunities for people to repair the material items they have. All solutions must be just and equitable, nontoxic, respectful of people and the Earth, and led by and for communities to meet local needs.[footnoteRef:14] At the same time, industries must be held accountable for harm done, and serious efforts must be made to remediate communities and the environment to eliminate toxic exposure to existing pollution. [14:  Plastic Pollution Coalition. (2023). “Solutions” webpage. https://www.plasticpollutioncoalition.org/learn/plastic-pollution-solutions ] 


The truly circular solutions we outline above must be incorporated into a toxic-free plan for decarbonization to alleviate the lethal impacts of fossil fuel and plastics production, transportation, use, and disposal on the global population, and particularly impacted communities. It will be important that governing bodies do not fall prey to industries’ greenwashed definition of “circular economy,” in which these industries define circularity through plastics recycling (mechanical and “chemical/advanced”), as well as plastics “waste-to-energy” (incineration/burning). In reality, few plastics have historically been recycled[footnoteRef:15] due to their toxic nature and chemical structure which diminishes in integrity when reprocessed, and, importantly, the economic lucrativeness of producing more freshly produced plastics. Governing bodies should also avoid industries’ attempts to expand production of so-called “bioplastics,” which are not inherently biodegradable nor nontoxic, and often contain the same fossil fuel ingredients and harmful additives found in conventional fossil-fuel based plastics.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Geyer, R., et al. (2017). Production, use, and fate of all plastics ever made. https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.1700782 ]  [16:  Zimmerman, L., et al. (2020). Are bioplastics and plant-based materials safer than conventional plastics? In vitro toxicity and chemical composition. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32951901/ ] 


Thank you for your kind attention. We welcome the opportunity to contribute and look forward to reviewing your report in September.

Sincerely,
Erica Cirino, on behalf of Plastic Pollution Coalition 
erica.cirino@plasticpollutioncoalition.org 

