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Supplementary Resource Materials
• Issue Brief: Plastics, Human Rights, and Business Responsibilities
• PDF versions of training slides:

• Module 1
• Module 2
• Module 3

• Checklists for Business, Government, and Civil Society
• Toolbox of Resources 
• Policy Training Resource
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Overcoming the Plastics Challenge: 
A Theory of Change
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INPUT: Information Sharing on a
BHR Approach to Plastic Pollution to 

Promote Awareness of Key Tools

OUTPUT: Businesses 
as Change-Agents 

Influenced to 
Implement Key Tools

IMPACT: Reduction of 
Plastic Pollution & Negative 

Human Rights Impacts

Where does today’s training fit into the process for change? 
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

Information sharing (or “knowledge awareness”) is critical as a first step to reduce plastic pollution because key business implementation tools for human rights depend on a business having some familiarity with the impact on human rights  of each stage of the plastics life cycle.
As will be explored in Module 3, the first step for every business is to adopt a policy commitment to respect human rights, visible to the public, to reduce the human rights impacts of plastic pollution. To develop such a policy, a business must have knowledge of human rights impacts. 
Module 2 will provide a framework for understanding the human rights impacts of environmental challenges, with a focus on plastics at each stage of the plastics cycle.

Optional quote: 
“By improving the awareness of all stakeholders, upgrading waste management across our inland and coastal communities, and enhancing institutional strength and funding supports, we believe a plastic pollution-free Indonesia is not only possible, but achievable.” Nani Hendiarti, 2021  (Deputy of Environment and Forest Management, Indonesia (Coordinating Ministry for Maritime Affairs and Investment)
Quotation Source: International Bank for Reconstruction and Development / The World Bank, Plastic Waste Discharges: From Rivers and Coastlines Indonesia, East Asia and Pacific Region: Marine Plastics Series (2021) at 13.




Agenda
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MODULE 1: The Human Rights 
Dimensions of the Plastics Crisis

MODULE 2: Plastics, Human 
Rights & The Environment

MODULE 3: Business & Human 
Rights (BHR) and Plastics
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The trainings have been designed around three modules.
The primary learning objective of module 1 is to introduce learners to the human rights impacts of each stage of the linear fossil fuel dependent plastics cycle. The module also briefly explains what a human rights-based approach is, how it relates to the right to a clean, healthy, and sustainable environment, and briefly introduces the responsibility of businesses to respect human rights.
The primary learning objective of module 2 is to introduce learners to the three key elements of the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment, and to explore how a human rights and environment framework can apply to each of the stages of the plastics cycle.
The primary learning objective of module 3 is to introduce learners to business and human rights frameworks, focusing on the UN Guiding Principles for Business and Human Rights and related tools. The module explores how a BHR approach to the plastics cycle that is grounded in a human rights and environment framework can enrich a circularity approach and help to overcome the human rights impacts of the plastics challenge.



Module 1 - The 
Human Rights 
Dimensions of 
the Plastics 
Crisis
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International Law & Policy Context

Introduction to a Human Rights-Based 
Approach

Plastic Impacts on People and Planet

Domestic Initiatives & Challenges

Q&A



1. International Law & Policy Context
International law governs plastic pollution, but incompletely 
and in a fragmented manner

• United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) – UNEA 
resolution to negotiate plastics treaty

• The Basel Convention – plastics amendments
• Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollutants
• MARPOL – shipping
• Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
• Etc

[See UNEP’s InforMEA learning website for courses]
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
While this training is focused on a human rights-based approach to plastic pollution and waste, informed by international human rights law, it is important to acknowledge the broader international legal context in which these trainings are situated.  There are multiple other sources of international environmental law and oceans law that address pieces of the plastics challenge which are explored in greater detail in the training resource. However, to date these have been incomplete, and fragmented. In 2022, the UN Environment Assembly adopted a resolution laying the groundwork for the negotiation of an international plastics treaty. However, it is not yet clear what this will look like, nor, once negotiated, how long it will take for it to come into force and for States that become a party to this treaty to implement their obligations.

Further information on diverse international environmental law treaties relevant to plastics can be found on UNEP’s InforMEA training site.



2. Introduction to a Human Rights Approach 

• While States are the primary duty bearers under sources of international human rights law, the 1948 Universal 
Declaration on Human Rights contemplates that “every individual and every organ of society” has an 
obligation to “strive by teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and freedoms, and by 
progressive measures, national and international, to secure their universal and effective recognition and 
observance.” 

• Since the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business & Human Rights (UNGPs) were endorsed by the 
UN Human Rights Council in 2011, business enterprises are also understood to be duty bearers with a 
responsibility to respect human rights.

• International human rights law (IHRL) is codified in treaties on civil and political rights, and economic, social 
and cultural rights, while other treaties address the rights of marginalized groups such as racialized minorities, 
women, children, and the disabled. UN General Assembly Declarations are also important sources of IHRL, 
such as the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, as are regional instruments.

• The right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment was recognized by the UN Human Rights 
Council in 2021 and the UN General Assembly in 2022. It is found in many Constitutions around the world.
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The Right to a 
Clean, Healthy and 
Sustainable 
Environment: 
substance, 
procedure & equity
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As will be explored in detail in Module 2, the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment and its component parts provides an excellent framework for understanding the human rights impacts of the plastics crisis at each stage of the plastics life cycle. As will be explained in Module 2, the components parts are interdependent – in order to realize the right to a clean, healthy and sustainable environment requires attention to each of the substantive, procedural, and equity (non-discrimination) components.



UNGPs & Duty Bearers: States and Businesses
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As will be explored in Module 3, the three pillars of the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights illuminate the distinct but interdependent roles of States and businesses as human rights duty bearers. While the UNGPs are often visualized as three pillars, these visuals illustrate complementary understandings of the relationships across each of the three pillars.

While focus of UNGPs are state duties and business responsibilities, UDHR reminds us that ’every individual and every organ of society’ has a role to play in promoting respect for human rights and freedoms, and securing their universal and effective recognition and observance. Everyone must work together to confront plastic challenge.



3. Plastic 
Impacts on 
People and 

Planet

10
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Plastics are ubiquitous across the earth, but can pose serious risks to human health and animals (including marine mammals); and a threat to the food chain.
There are also economic costs associated with the plastics crisis (eg ocean reliant industries are affected and costs of clean-up for polluting businesses)
Main sources of marine litter are land based, as plastic originating from the land is washed into rivers which flow into the ocean …




Human Rights Impacts at Each Stage of the Linear 
Plastic Lifecycle

11

United Nations Special Rapporteur on Toxic 
Substances and Human Rights: The Stages of the 
Plastics Cycle and Their Impacts on Human Rights 
(July 2021)

Extraction
(99% fossil fuels)

Production Transportation
Use 

(Consumption & 
Waste 

Generation)

Waste 
Management
(9% recycled)

Disposal
(91% =landfills, 
incinerated, or 

dumped)

Human Rights Impacts
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Many different studies have documented the impacts of plastic pollution on people and planet. From a human rights perspective, a key report released in July 2021 was developed by the UN Special Rapporteur on Toxic Substances and Human Rights , a position currently held by Marcos Orellana. [The full title is Special Rapporteur on the implications for human rights of the environmentally sound management and disposal of hazardous substances and wastes.] In his report, he explores the human rights impacts at each stage of the plastics life cycle. This report, as well as other studies and reports by UNEP, SEA Circular, and others, informs the material on the next few slides and informs Module 2 as well.

As concern over the implications of plastics increases, there are an exponential number of studies that document human and planetary health concerns. Some of these can be found in a Toolbox of good practices and cross-cutting guidance on a human rights-based approach to plastic pollution prevention and management with a focus on capacity building of governments and businesses in the East Asian Seas Region.

Plastics result in significant greenhouse gas emissions as emissions occur during their production from fossil fuels and continue through use and disposal.
COVID-19: has led to a major increase in plastic production.



Stories of Plastic 
Impacts on People 
and Planet (A)

Environmental Justice and 
Plastics Pollution animation 
(UNEP & Azul)
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=8YPjYXOjT58
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This short video, developed by UNEP and Azul, further illustrates the human rights (and environmental justice) implications of the plastics life cycle. An accompanying report provides useful information on the environmental justice dimensions of the plastics challenge.
[Full report:
https://www.unep.org/resources/report/neglected-environmental-justice-impacts-marine-litter-and-plastic-pollution ]



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8YPjYXOjT58
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8YPjYXOjT58


Extraction Stage
• Fossil fuels (99%) make up raw plastic materials 

• Extraction and refinement of fossil fuels have wide-ranging impacts
• Deforestation
• Ecosystem fragmentation
• Chemical contamination of land and water with wastewater 

from extraction process
• chronic exposure = cancer and other major health 

concerns 
• Degradation of air quality

• asthma; lung and bladder cancers

[Source: SR Toxics]
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Production Stage
• Hazardous substances are emitted into the 

environment during the production and 
manufacturing phase

• Air, water and soil are polluted (including 
rivers and groundwater)

• Workers exposed to health risks, 
communities

• Toxic chemical additives (eg endocrine disrupters 
– bisphenol A, phthalates, etc)

• Microplastics are manufactured and added to some 
products

• Overall, toxics added to plastics are linked to a 
wide range of health concerns from cancer to 
diabetes to neurodevelopmental issues to fertility 
issues

[Source: SR Toxics]

14Dalhousie/UNEP

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

According to the SR Toxics, a recent study has documented that over 10,000  different toxic additives are added to plastics at different stages of the plastics cycle, including production. [p4]
Persistent organic pollutants – are released, absorbed and carried by plastics (flame-retardant plasticizers, heavy metals)
Greenhouse gases are also emitted during the production stage
The production stage includes the electronics sector, where over 250 chemicals are used in a variety of plastics and resins (SR Toxics)
The 20 largest polymer producers are responsible for more than half of all single-use plastics, including ExxonMobil; Indorama Ventures; Sinopec (Minderoo Foundation, The Plastic Waste Makers Index: Revealing the Source of the Single Use Plastics Crisis (2021) at 2)






Production of Virgin 
Plastic is Expected to 
Rapidly Increase by 

2030

Source: WWF, “No Plastic in Nature: Assessing Plastic 
Ingestion From Nature to People” (2019) at 7, online.

15
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Important intervention point to reduce plastics
Half of all plastic production has occurred since 2005 (SR Toxics)
Covid-19 has rapidly increased production of plastics – WWF data on slide is pre-COVID


https://wwfint.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/plastic_ingestion_web_spreads.pdf


Transportation Stage

16

• Possibility of spillage or loss, including of microplastics 
• Example: MV X-Press Pearl (plastic pellets spilled into sea)

• Challenges: extent of human rights impacts during transportation is not yet fully known
• Illegal transport and importation of plastic waste is an additional challenge

Images: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-57395693 Dalhousie/UNEP

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
MV X-Press Pearl sank and released millions of plastic pellets that contaminated stretches of western coastline of Sri Lanka
More generally: Containers filled with plastic products are often lost at sea
This is also an issue for land transportation (rivers, rail, truck).

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-57395693


Use Stage (Consumption and 
Waste Generation)
• Consumers have daily contact with plastic

• Human absorption, ingestion and inhalation of plastic and toxic 
additives occurs during the use stage

• Low quality plastics are often marketed to low-income communities
• Women and children are disproportionality affected by exposure to 

hazardous chemicals through use

• Businesses that purchase polymers for use (intermediary businesses) are 
significant drivers of fossil fuel production for plastics 

• plastic packaging represents 42% of all plastic waste generated

[Source: SR Toxics; UNEP EJ; OECD]
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Businesses that purchase polymers (”intermediary” businesses) are significant drivers of fossil fuel production (food, textile, tourism, fishing industries) 
Business demand for plastic packaging represents 42% of all waste generated
[OECD, Global Plastics Outlook 2022, additional source]

Plastics exposed to sunlight = source of greenhouse gas





Waste Management Stage

• Recycling of plastics largely remains a myth despite best efforts:
• “currently [there is] no commercially available waste management 

method capable of solving the global plastic pollution crises” 
• “the recycling practices implemented to date are more of a mirage, an 

optical illusion that perpetuates the severe human rights impacts of 
plastics.” 

• Informal waste sector (often women and children) play key role in global 
plastics recycling efforts and therefore are vulnerable to health risks and 
harms from exposure to plastic [*sustainable livelihoods]

• Current recycling practices concentrate toxic additives in plastics, generating 
new hazardous products

• Potential of extended producer responsibility (EPR), but not complete 
solution

[Source: SR Toxics]
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
SR Toxics plastics report – at 6

Methods of plastic recycling: 
Primary (mechanical reprocessing into a product of equivalent properties)
Secondary (mechanical reprocessing into products requiring lower properties)
Tertiary (recovery of chemical constituents)
Quaternary (recovery of energy)

Challenges of separating different materials combined into a product….


Hospital management of polymer-based medical waste is also a significant and rising issue in Asia stemming from the COVID-19 crisis (WHO, “Global impact”)



“First of its Kind” Legal 
Investigation into “Recycling”
“For more than half a century, the plastics industry has 
engaged in an aggressive campaign to deceive the public, 
perpetuating a myth that recycling can solve the plastics 
crisis. The truth is: The vast majority of plastic cannot be 
recycled, and the recycling rate has never surpassed 9%.”

- Rob Bonta (b. Philippines) California Attorney 
General Press Release: April 28 2022

19
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Production of plastics is highly profitable: “The oil industry makes more than $400 billion a year making plastic, and as demand for oil for cars and trucks declines, the industry is telling shareholders that future profits will increasingly come from plastic.” https://www.npr.org/2020/09/11/897692090/how-big-oil-misled-the-public-into-believing-plastic-would-be-recycled  




Disposal Stage

Dalhousie/UNEP

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
SR Toxics, UNEP EJ

There are equivalent land-based impacts on agricultural systems.

[Questions exist about safety of incineration, which is dependent upon systems used, and also ways in which it might support energy access.]



Business Impacted by/and Contributing to the Plastics Crisis (examples)
[Source: SEA Circular, Marine Plastic Litter in East Asian Seas: Gender, 
human rights, and economic dimensions, 2019]
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Fisheries: dependent on healthy ecosystems: marine litter injures marine 
organisms, contaminates seafood, and destroy habitats; damage to fishing 
gear (interrupting operations and causing human injuries)

Shipping: significant hazards for navigation as marine plastic entangles 
propellers which can lead to injury and death of crew members

Coastal tourism: plastic pollution reduces aesthetic value of beaches and 
makes recreational activities such as swimming, surfing and diving less 
desirable

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
While business conduct often contributes to the plastics crisis, many businesses are also negatively impacted by it as evident by the examples on this slide. Businesses are even negatively impacted by their own conduct: for example, plastic fishing gear is big contributor to the plastics problem, as is shipping and coastal tourism.

Source: SEA Circular (UNEP, COBSEA, SEI), Marine Plastic Litter in East Asian Seas: Gender, human rights and economic dimensions (2019)
 https://www.sea-circular.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/SEI_SEA-circular-1.pdf 

See also information on agriculture and soil contamination in UNEP Drowning in Plastic 21-23.




Reflection:

• Identify how your business activities contribute to 
each stage of the plastics lifecycle:

• Extraction
• Production
• Transportation
• Use (Consumption and Waste Generation)
• Waste Management (including Recycling)
• Disposal

• Is your business also negatively impacted by 
plastics? How?

Governments: what impacts fall within your 
jurisdiction?
Civil society?
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Reflections are aimed at how businesses are encouraged to think about these issues; governments should identify impacts within their jurisdiction; civil society should identify how communities they represent are impacted. But also, what opportunities exist to draw these issues to the attention of governments, businesses, stakeholders, and rights holders….



4. Domestic Initiatives / Challenges

Shift from linear plastic lifecycle to a (chemical 
free) Circular Economy 

Supporting Informal Waste Pickers 

Countering Illegal Importation

Dalhousie/UNEP 23

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The training resource identifies three key domestic challenges, illustrated here with three case studies. Ultimately for the purpose of this training, how does a human rights approach to the plastics problem help to clarify the relationship between circularity and human rights responsible business conduct? How can HRBA support informal sector waste workers? How can HRBA help to counter the illegal importation challenge?



Principles of a Circular Economy
Keep products in 

use as long as 
possible

Extract maximum 
value from 

resources while in 
use

Recover and 
regenerate 

products at end of 
their service life

Design out toxic 
waste and pollution

Regenerate natural 
systems

24
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See SGP, gef, UNDP,
“Plastics and Circular Economy: 
Community Solutions”, 
2019, at 9-10. 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This slide illustrates the principles of a circular economy. The trainings will seek to clarify the relationship between circularity and human rights responsible business conduct.

Designed by Victoria Kongats (drawing upon text of UNDP, GEF, SDP, Plastics and Circular Economy: community solutions, 2019 at 9)



Reflection:

• Evaluate opportunities for your business to adopt 
and implement a circular economy model and 
align it with human rights-aware plastics action:

• Reduce or eliminate unnecessary plastic 
packaging

• Reduce or eliminate reliance on single-use 
plastics

• Seek non-toxic and plastic alternatives 
• Seek ways to up-cycle (recover and regenerate) 

plastic-based products that are at the end of 
their service life to prevent disposal

Governments, civil society: how might you 
legislate/advocate for human rights-aligned 
approaches to circular economy?
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
By the end of the trainings, you should have an enriched understanding of how human rights-aware plastic action can be aligned with circular economy.



Informal Plastic Waste 
Workers

• The Philippines is home to a large number of 
informal workers who collect, sort and clean plastic 
waste for purposes of commercial sale, many of 
whom are women

• They play a highly valuable role, reducing the volume 
of waste that is collected and brought to landfills, 
but:

• Human rights risks:
• direct contact with uncleaned waste
• lack of basic occupational health and safety 

protections
• potential for exploitation through low prices paid 

for collected plastic (livelihood)
• potential for gender-based violence 

• Solutions?
• Need to protect the livelihoods of members of 

the informal sector, while also addressing plastic 
pollution and ensuring health and safety 

How can HRBA help? Source:  When in Manila, online: https://www.wheninmanila.com/60-billion-
sachets-and-17-5-billion-plastic-bags-are-thrown-each-year-in-the-philippines/ [COBSEA Plastic and Gender].

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Sources:

UNEP, COBSEA, and Stockholm Environment Institute, “Marine Plastic Litter in East Asian Seas: Gender, Human Rights and Economic Dimensions” (2019), at 21-40, online: https://www.sea-circular.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/SEI_SEA-circular-1.pdf [COBSEA Plastic and Gender].

The aim of this slide is to introduce the informal waste pickers challenge, providing general context for modules 2 (HRBA and environment) and 3 (business responsibilities for human rights)
Modules 2 and 3 introduce frameworks and tools for thinking about this challenge and solutions to it.



Illegal Importation
• Wealthy nations export their plastic waste to other 

nations (despite international law…)
• China was historically a major importer of the 

world’s plastic waste, but in 2017 imposed a ban.
• Shipments were then diverted to Southeast Asian 

nations…. 
• SEA Response? New bans on plastic waste imports, 

which have created opportunities for organized 
crime 

• Illegal imports of plastic
• Illegal dumping of plastic
• Illegal burning of plastic

Illegal imports cause additional pressure in Southeast 
Asian countries who must also deal with domestic 
plastic waste challenges.

Solutions? How can HRBA help? Image: Illegal Imports being sent back 
to Hong Kong
Source: Froilan Gallardo/Greenpeace

[GAIA, INTERPOL]

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Sources:

GAIA, “Discarded: Communities on the Frontlines of the Global Plastic Crisis” (2019), online: https://www.no-burn.org/wp-content/uploads/Report-April-22.pdf 

INTERPOL, “Strategic Analysis Report: Emerging Criminal Trends in the Global Plastic Waste Market Since January 2018” (2020), online: https://www.interpol.int/en/News-and-Events/News/2020/INTERPOL-report-alerts-to-sharp-rise-in-plastic-waste-crime. 

The aim of this slide is to introduce the illegal importation challenge, providing general context for modules 2 (HRBA and environment) and 3 (business responsibilities for human rights)




Stories of Plastic 
Impacts on People 
and Planet (B)

The Story of Plastics, 
animated short
(The Story of Stuff Project)
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=iO3SA4YyEYU
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This second short video provides a complementary view of the plastics problem, developed by The Story of Stuff Project.

Does it change how you view the potential of businesses to solve the plastics challenge? (Some businesses vs all businesses? What is the role of governments?)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iO3SA4YyEYU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iO3SA4YyEYU


Questions? 
Discussion
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
[From training resource:
In which ways do plastics and climate change present similar challenges? What types of actions could states, businesses, and civil society take to address both problems at once?
What are the stages of the plastics lifecycle? For each stage consider:
Who can intervene to address problems created at the stage?
Who is most impacted by the risks associated with the stage?
What types of plastic pollution are captured by existing multilateral treaties? What types of plastic pollution are neglected within the treaty framework? What steps has the international community recently taken to address deficiencies within the current framework?
How can the investment in the circular economy enable a more equitable transition from the widespread use of single-use plastics?
What are the root causes of the illegal importation of plastic waste into ASEAN countries? What steps can be taken to stop this practice?
What are the three core dimensions of the human right to a safe, clean, healthy, and sustainable environment, which will need to be simultaneously guaranteed in order to take a holistic human rights-based approach to plastic pollution?
Who are the duty bearers in international human rights law?




These training slides were developed for educational purposes as part of the SEA circular 
project – Reducing marine litter by addressing the management of the plastic value chain in 
South-East Asia, which is implemented by UNEP and COBSEA with funding support from the 
Government of Sweden. 
The slides were prepared by Dr Sara Seck with the assistance of researchers at the Marine 
& Environmental Law Institute (MELAW) and Schulich School of Law, Dalhousie University. 
• [contact: Sara.Seck@dal.ca ]
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