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REPORTS

• Na tio na l Ac a d e mie s  (2 0 2 2 ) 
Reckoning with the U.S. Role in 
Global Ocean Plastic Waste

• Environmental Law Institute 
and Monterey Bay Aquarium 
(forthcoming)  Existing U.S. 
Federal Authorities to Address 
Plastic Pollution



W HAT DOES  PLAS TIC HAVE TO DO W ITH CLIMATE 
CHANGE?

The plastic life cycle contributes d ire c t ly to  c lima te  
c ha ng e

Pla s tic  p o llutio n c a n e xa c e rb a te  the  imp a c ts  o f 
c lima te  c ha ng e  a nd  e nviro nme nta l d e g ra d a tio n o n 
huma ns  a nd  e c o s ys te ms

In the  s o lu t io ns  s p a c e , s o me  a na lo g ie s  c a n b e  d ra wn 
b e twe e n the  c lima te  a nd  p la s tic  p ro b le ms



THE PROBLEM

NASEM (2022). Figs. S.1. & S.2. 

U.S . p la s t ic  s o lid  wa s te  g e ne ra t io n (le ft ) a nd  m a na g e m e nt  (rig ht) in  MMT



INTERVENTIONS  ACROS S  THE FULL LIFECYCLE

NASEM (2022). Fig. 7.1.



EXAMPLE OF S TAGE 1 (PRODUCTION) 
INTERVENTION
S tra te g y: Regulate production capacity and associated pollution

Exa mp le  o f e xis t ing  a utho rity: Und e r the  Cle a n Air Ac t, EPA c a n c o ns id e r 
mic ro p la s tic  a s  a  uniq ue  “a ir p o lluta nt” a nd  p ro p o s e  rule ma king  s p e c ific a lly 
g o ve rning  mic ro p la s tic  p a rtic le s  a s  a  fra c tio n o f the  c rite ria  p o lluta nt PM2 .5  
p urs ua nt to  the  Na tio na l Amb ie nt Air Qua lity S ta nd a rd s  a nd  the  Ne w So urc e  
Pe rfo rma nc e  S ta nd a rd s , a nd  a  ha za rd o us  a ir p o lluta nt p urs ua nt to  the  Na tio na l 
Emis s io n S ta nd a rd s  fo r Ha za rd o us  Air Po lluta nts .



PRODUCTION INTERVENTIONSEXAMPLE OF S TAGE 2  (MATERIALS  AND PRODUCT 
DES IGN) INTERVENTION

S tra te g y: Ena c t e nfo rc e a b le  p ro d uc t s ta nd a rd s  fo r ma nufa c ture rs

Exa mp le  o f e xis t ing  a utho rity: The  EPA c a n e na c t e nfo rc e a b le  p ro d uc t s ta nd a rd s  
o n ma nufa c ture rs  thro ug h To xic  Sub s ta nc e s  Co ntro l Ac t (TSCA).   



EXAMPLE OF S TAGE 3  
(W AS TE GENERATION) 
INTERVENTION

S tra te g y: Pla s tic  p ro d uc t b a ns

Exa mp le  o f e xis t ing  a utho rity: EPA 
c o uld  a ls o  le ve ra g e  TSCA to  re s tric t 
the  c o mme rc ia liza tio n o f p la s tic  
p ro d uc ts  b a s e d  o n the ir us e  o f c e rta in 
a d d itive s , p la s tic ize rs , o r o the r 
c he mic a ls . 



EXAMPLE OF S TAGE 4  
(W AS TE MANAGEMENT) 
INTERVENTION

S tra te g y: Dis p o s a l, c o lle c tio n, a nd  
re c yc ling  imp ro ve me nts

Exa mp le  o f e xis t ing  a utho rity: W ith NOAA, 
EPA c o uld  a d minis te r g ra nts  und e r the  
Co a s ta l Zo ne  Ma na g e me nt Ac t.



EXAMPLE OF S TAGE 5  (PLAS TIC W AS TE IN THE 
ENVIRONMENT) INTERVENTION

Exa mp le  o f e xis t ing  a utho rity: Under  the  Sa fe  Drinking  W a te r Ac t, EPA c o uld  
e na c t a  b ind ing  na tio na l p rima ry d rinking  wa te r re g ula tio n fo r mic ro p la s tic s , whic h 
wo uld  re q uire  c e rta in mo nito ring  a nd  te c hno lo g ic a l imp ro ve me nts  fo r p ub lic ly 
o wne d  a nd  p riva te  wa te r s up p lie s .   

S t ra te g y: Re mo ve  Pla s tic  W a s te  fro m wa te rwa ys



EXAMPLE OF S TAGE 6  (PLAS TIC W AS TE IN THE 
OCEAN) INTERVENTION

Exa mp le  o f e xis t ing  a utho rity: EPA and other coordinating agencies (NOAA, ACE) 
ha ve  a utho rity und e r the  Ma rine  Pro te c tio n Re s e a rc h a nd  Sa nc tua rie s  Ac t a nd  the  
Oc e a n Dump ing  Ba n Ac t to  e nfo rc e  the  p ro hib itio n o f the  d ump ing  o f wa s te s  fro m 
p la s tic s  a nd  p e tro c he mic a l re fine rie s , a s  we ll a s  s ynthe tic  o r na tura l p la s tic  
ma te ria ls  into  the  o c e a ns .  

S t ra te g y: Inc re a s e  e nfo rc e me nt fo r a t-s e a  d is p o s a l



     (BONUS!) Information & Data Collection, Research 
      & Development, Outreach & Education

Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know Act (EPA)
•Requires plastics manufacturing facilities to report information on use, 
storage, and disposal of toxic chemicals such as PFAS

Public Health Service Act, amended by Health Research Extension Act
•Agencies within HHS collect data and information, as well as conduct 
research related to human health effects of plastics

Consumer Product Safety Improvement Act (CPSC)
•Fund and lead research examining human health risks from exposure to 
plastic and plastic products; and issue public safety warnings



CONCLUDING 
THOUGHTS

1 2 3
Re d uc ing  p la s t ic  
wa s te  re q uire s  

ta rg e t ing  e a c h s ta g e  
o f it s  fu ll life  c yc le

Exis t ing  fe d e ra l 
a utho rit ie s  to  a d d re s s  
p la s t ic  wa s te  a b o und

Mit ig a t ing  p la s t ic  
wa s te  a nd  c lim a te  
c ha ng e  c a n ha ve  

e nviro nm e nta l a nd  
p ub lic  he a lth  c o -

b e ne fit s



1 2 3

https://go.eli.org/plastics

https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fgo.eli.org%2Fplastics&data=05%7C02%7Cdoherty%40eli.org%7C8bc95f19ed794d9a330f08dc54b63318%7Cdcfcfda88bd34c93a11f1ea5b3101a13%7C0%7C0%7C638478388738201095%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Zxl0XTRzqaIREeDaIvJQvjmpxjKsFkjtRuZ4DHlbBtM%3D&reserved=0
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