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‘Looks Like Real Plastic!’:  Our Relationship with Single-use Plastic Materials. (Working Title.)

The provisional title of this dissertation has changed over the course of the research period, which began 3rd July 2018.  The working hypothesis is that plastic materials afford certain behaviours around patterns of linear consumption.  Replacing hydro-carbon-based plastics with renewable, more environmentally friendly bio-materials does little to address the perceived natural order of things: to discard items after single-use by the consumer.  

Data collection has taken the form of participant observation, ethnographic interviews, recorded conversations, site visits, and general observational data obtained in public spaces.  Indeed, the sphere of data collection has been predominantly in public spaces.  It has become clear that public areas are sites of contestation between the persistent materiality of plastics and the desire to eradicate durable plastic waste from the environment.  For reference, Geyer, Jambeck and Lavender-Law (2017) provide an insight into the fate of all plastics.

It was envisaged that research would take place in two locations.  Firstly, Lampeter, where the town council had put forward a proposal for Plastic-Free status (Lampeter Town Council, 2018).  The second area of research, and the most productive so far, has been the village of Aberporth, specifically the public areas around and on the beach at this location.  Aberporth rose to brief world-wide fame in the media early in 2018 due to its Plastic-Free status (BBC, 2017), a title conveyed upon the village by Surfers Against Sewage (SAS), following a film made by local film maker, and SAS regional representative, Gail Tudor (Surfers Against Sewage, 2018).  

Observations have been written up in the form of full field notes as soon as possible after the event, following methods detailed by Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (1995), with some contemporaneous notes supporting the data.  Although not included in the original ethics form, photographs will now be included in the data, having obtained permission to do this. There are no images are of specific persons and all images have been taken in public areas. Recorded interviews have been transcribed and are being colour-coded for themes relating to the research subject and hypothesis.  Following guidelines set out in the UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice (UWTSD, 2017), all participants have had their names anonymised and are coded for reference.  No digital record of participant names or contact details is to be held.  

To balance the role of objective researcher and also be the subjective member of the social group, has been problematic and at times.  It has become apparent that some transcribed conversations flag up the fact that I have at times been leading the discourse, rather than acting as an impartial observer.  With reference to literature on plastic materials (Coole and Frost, 2010; Freinkel, 2011; Gabrys, Hawkins and Michael, 2014; Drazin and Küchler, 2015), my own views have sometimes permeated conversations.  

Three weeks in total have been lost during the research period to date due to illness and hospitalisation for chest infections. A period of illness at the end of August impacted upon data collection at the Aberporth fieldwork site.  It had been intended to observe patterns of behaviour in public spaces across the August 2018 Bank Holiday weekend.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]Another factor which has had influenced some of the data collected has been the high profile of plastic waste in the global marine environment, which has been the subject of myriad reports across media platforms this year.  This had had the effect of participants tending to give opinions on news stories about plastics in the ocean, rather than discussing personal experiences of plastic materials.  (Cf. Eriksen et al. (2014); Royer et al. (2018)) for academic discussion of the scale of the problem).

Observing the handling and disposal of waste plastic materials has formed an important part of the research, following waste flows from two takeaway food outlets in Aberporth: one where all waste is sent to be bio-composted via LAS Recycling, Lampeter (LAS, 2018) and the other where general waste is tracked to a materials recovery facility (MRF) near Carmarthen (Cwm Environmental, 2018).  The narrative of waste flows has proven to be commercially sensitive.  Access has been granted at the two MRFs on the understanding that data would not be made generally available.  Politically, waste is also a sensitive subject: Ceredigion County Council representatives are reluctant, at the time of writing, to discuss how their statistics for levels of recycling are achieved.  

It has become clear that linguistic nuances play a part in the life story of plastic materials and their disposal.  A material marked ‘recyclable’ does not mean that it will be recycled into another artefact.  The incineration of waste materials is considered by industry and by local government as recycling and ‘bio-degradable’ plastic does not degrade into base elements, rather, it just decays into micro-plastics (Environmental Audit Committee, 2017: DEFRA, n.d.).  Bio-compostable materials (see Vegware, n.d.) are not compostable and demand specific a waste flow and processing.  Difficulties arise when materials cross from one flow to another, with alternatives to organic polymers becoming ‘contaminants’ when mixed with specific plastic waste categories (DEFRA, n.d.).  Data collected so far indicates that even the most informed participants can only name three or four types of plastic material, or link those names to specific plastic objects.     

Research is not without surprises, particularly at the Aberporth site, where it has become apparent that little compostable or recyclable material generated by businesses participating in the scheme is entering appropriate waste flows.  Public recycling facilities in the village of Aberporth are unavailable, due to seagull-foraging of the previous design of bin and only one café/takeaway has dedicated bins for bio-compostable materials.  The plastic-free initiative in Lampeter had progressed slowly during the last six months, but the town’s Plastic-Free Lampeter Steering group (of which I am a co-opted member) is aiming to achieve SAS plastic-free status soon.  
At a recent meeting with Ben Lake, the MP for Ceredigion I was able to give my views, based on the preliminary findings of my research, for the need for single-use packaging to be made from recyclable materials.  Ben Lake is intending to forward a copy of the forthcoming draft Environmental Bill for my comments.  

To conclude, the research has been driven by the data to a great degree, following lines of enquiry which have been revealed through observation and conversations.  This has led to a broad approach to tease out the relationship of plastic materials (and their substitutes) to the various participants, agents and actants, which at times has been predictable and at other times surprising (seagulls).
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