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Introduction and definition of sustainability 
To introduce this article and the topic/heading, there is a need for a definition on the word sustainability and in doing so, it will provide a basis for clarity on this important topic. Sustainability is defined as “ensuring that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. (Brundtland, 1987). As identified in the ‘Our Common Future’ report, commissioned by the United Nations, a working definition of sustainability, is shown above as to ensure that presently, people have the resources they use and need to thrive in current climates. The second half of that definition ensures that current generations are not disabling future generations when it comes time to use/need those same resources. Current generations of people will use and consume resources, while possibly not thinking of the effect of future generations, who would need to use resources themselves, to survive and thrive in their own world. This is where sustainability comes in, it provides a basis for thought. On one side, it gives thought on how currently resources are used/wasted. So, how can this be reversed into a positive, where resources are not being wasted and are used effectively. On the other side, it provides thought for future generations, as they are going to be living in a planet, that is decided by what is happening right now. That could be positive or negative, depending on the circumstances. 
Another working definition of sustainability, which works in conjunction with Brundtland’s definition, is that “society must not use more of a resource than can be regenerated”. (Guler Aras, 2012). So, as with Brundtland’s definition, it takes society as the target and holds them to account, when using resources. They must never overuse resources, as the Earth will not be able to regenerate those resources quick enough or ever again. By having that definition of don’t overuse resources, it also provides some parallels with Brundtland’s definition, as by not using resources like there are none left, it allows the next generation to have a world in which there are resources available for them to survive and thrive. 
Introduction to and in-depth analysis of plastics 
The general plastic definition is defined by PlasticsEurope (which is the Association of Plastics Manufacturers). They define plastics as “a wide range of synthetic or semi-synthetic materials that are used in a huge and growing range of applications”. (PlasticsEurope, 2019). Plastics are in use every day and in a multitude of products. “Plastics can be found in the clothes we wear, the houses we live in, and the cars we travel in. The toys we play with, the televisions we watch, the computers we use and the DVDs we watch all contain plastics”. (PlasticsEurope, 2019). There is no escape from plastics in today’s world, from the toaster to the car, plastics are everywhere. “Plastics have become the modern material of choice because they make it possible to balance today’s needs with environmental concerns”. (PlasticsEurope, 2019). This definition is true in parts. They do meet needs and are useful in helping the environment, on the other hand, they also damage the environment, which contradicts the definition above. In truth, some plastics do last longer than other plastics and help the environment. For example, plastics used in cars, would last significantly longer, than say single-use plastics, which are intended for a one-time only use. “Plastics are extremely versatile materials and are ideal for a wide range of consumer and industrial applications”. (PlasticsEurope, 2019). They are used in industries and sectors including:
· Packaging;
· Construction;
· Transport;
· Electronics;
· Agriculture;
· Healthcare;
· Energy.
(PlasticsEurope, 2019).
Every sector and industry which is part of the global economy and the world in general, will encounter or use plastics in their day-to-day operations. Whether that be from manufacturing plastics, producing work from them or ensuring they are disposed of. As detailed by PlasticsEurope, plastics have and can be used in a wide range of instances. These include “lightweight material, insulation properties, corrosion resistant, suitable for harsh environments, moulded into complex shapes and can be changed to meet specific requirements”. (PlasticsEurope, 2019). As can be seen from the quote above, plastics are a very versatile product, which can give businesses a whole new way of manufacturing/marketing/selling/buying their products, with the inclusion of plastic. By being such a versatile product, you can expect plastics to be in every product, a customer buys, in one way or another. 
Expanding on the general definition of a plastic and some information on its use and versatility, there can now be an analysis on single-use plastics, which are a sub-section of plastics and the real focus of this article. They are intended to be used once and then thrown away by consumers. Their sole purpose is designed solely around that, with little to no regard of the potential damage it can cause to the environment, while also must have some effect on businesses profits. 
Plastic pollution is “any plastic that ends up in the environment”. (Earth, 2019). Most plastic pollution can be attributed to single-use plastics, they are plastics that are destined to be used once and thrown away at the earliest convenience. “Our plastic waste has invaded the highest mountains and the deepest oceans”. (Earth, 2019). Plastic waste is all around the globe and will not stop unless serious action is taken to combat this ever-growing problem. Plastic stays in the environment because it takes years to breakdown into microplastics, which will eventually be picked up by animals, who then in turn will get consumed in the human food chain, leading to humans having plastics in their body. 
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Picture sourced from: (Singh, 2019). 
As seen above, the picture is showing single-use plastics. These are single-use plastics and single-use plastics are defined as “items intended to be used only once before they are thrown away or recycled”. (UN, 2018). Some examples of single-use plastics include “grocery bags, food packaging, bottles, straws, containers, cups and cutlery”. (UN, 2018). These consequently are designed to only be used once or are intended to be used once by consumers, possibly through the fault of the manufacturer or by the consumer themselves, wanting something quick and easy to use. As detailed above, some single-use plastics are everyday items, like cutlery or straws or cups, which are used in fast food outlets, supermarkets, and restaurants. These are given out as they are convenient to the customer, with little to no regard in relation to disposing of these plastics, also no regard to their one-time use limitation. “As a result, plastic packaging accounts for about half of the plastic waste in the world”. (UN, 2018). There is a fundamental problem with how single-use plastics are designed. They are intended and designed with the sole purpose of throwaway intent, which must cost the company money to produce, day in day out, while also costing the environment. “Around the world, one million plastic drinking bottles are purchased every minute, while up to 5 trillion single-use plastic bags are used worldwide every year”. (Programme, 2018). This really shows the scale in terms of use of single-use plastics, whereby one million plastic bottles are being purchased every minute, think about the amount that gets recycled versus the amount getting sent to landfill. It also shows the scale of the challenge faced to wean people off these single-use plastics and find alternatives, that are more environmentally friendly but still provide convenience to the consumer. 
“In total, half of all plastic produced is designed to be used only once and then thrown away”. (Programme, 2018). There is a fundamental problem that will take a miracle to overcome. With half of all plastic being solely destined for the landfill, there is no way to fight the plastic problem, unless this changes drastically, from landfill to recycling centre. “Today, we produce about 300 million tonnes of plastic waste every year”. (Programme, 2018). Following on from the earlier comment of needing a miracle, this certainly gives credit to a radical shift in operations of plastics and their disposal. By producing that extraordinary amount of plastic, there then needs to be a system in place to then collect and deal with that waste in an eco-friendly manner. “Researchers estimate that more than 8.3 billion tonnes of plastic has been produced since the early 1950s”. (Programme, 2018). Plastic waste on that scale is not manageable for any government/corporation/citizen to deal with, in terms of hoping for recycling methods. Because of that scale about “60% of that plastic ends up in landfill or the natural environment”. (Programme, 2018). Because of the sheer amount of plastic being produced and lack of successful and key recycling actions, this is the statistic which backs up the need for better recycling of these plastics and better understanding of producing less single-use plastics and producing more reusable alternatives. 
A startling statistic produced by the UN Environment Programme, really lays bare the horror of plastic waste. “9% of all plastic waste produced has been recycled. 12% has been incinerated and 79% has been sent to landfills or the environment”. (Programme, 2018). A horror statistic to see, and a sobering reminder that recycling needs to be a key driver for everyone and scaling down of plastic waste to a more manageable area is needed. 
Plastic waste can cause untold number of problems to the environment. Here are some examples of the kind of damage plastic waste can cause to the environment. “Plastic bags can block waterways and exacerbate natural disasters”. (UN, 2018). Here, the scale is laid out for all to see. Plastic bags can and do have a detrimental effect on waterways, which can and will lead to water shortages, which are avoidable, if only these were banned or charged (more on charges later in the article). By also providing alternatives, which can be recycled or reused, it clears the waterways of damaging plastic, providing water again to the people who need it. “Plastic has been found blocking airways and stomachs of hundreds of different animals”. (UN, 2018). Animals can often mistake them for food and cause themselves untold harm. Ingesting these plastics, will lead to health problems for the animals and eventually humans, as especially microplastics, can enter the human food chain, through the consumption of animals. “Disposing of plastic waste by burning it in open-air pits releases harmful gases like furan and dioxin”. (UN, 2018). By burning plastic waste through the element of burning, it releases harmful gas into the atmosphere which will lead to climate change, affecting every human/plant/animal on planet Earth. 







Companies making steps in the right direction 
[image: ]Some examples of companies who are making a step in the right direction are included below.







Picture sourced from: https://www.facebook.com/greggsofficial/photos/say-hello-to-the-new-greggs-reusable-coffee-cup-get-20p-off-any-hot-drink-whenev/10155570241644776/
This picture above shows how Greggs, a food-on-the-go retailer, who is taking the fight to single-use plastics by offering a reusable coffee cup for customers. On their first purchase of the coffee cup (which initially costs £2), they will get 20p off any coffee of their choice. (Greggs, 2019). This cup is reusable and although the cost is initially a step up over time, if more people purchased these instead of the non-recyclable coffee cups, it will do the environment better than consistent harm. 
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Picture sourced from: (Association, 2016). 
The Welsh Government introduced a single-use carrier bag charge in 2011. They have introduced a 5p charge for carrier bags instead of being given away to consumers for free. (Government, 2016). Since the introduction of the carrier bag charge “it is estimated that carrier bag usage between 2011 and 2014 declined by 71%”. (Government, 2016). This figure shows the positive effect that a carrier bag charge can have on one single-use plastic (plastic carrier bags), in the space of three years. Even before the 2011 carrier bag charge introduction there was “an overall reduction in all bag usage from 2001-2014 by 57%”. (Government, 2016). So, for ten years leading up to the carrier bag charge, there was already significant progress being made by consumers and business to reduce bag usage by that large amount. Now instead of single-use plastic carrier bags, there is now a movement towards higher charged reusable carrier bags, some are still made from plastic, however, it can be “reused more than once and recycled into another bag for life, once it breaks”. (Smartbags, 2019). 
Expanding on the bag for life being produced as an alternative, an article by The Sunday Times has showing that maybe bags for life are not as green as they are made out to be. “Bags for life are being discontinued by a supermarket chain as they are making the waste problem worse”. (Webster, 2019). “Bags for life are only being used once and then thrown away, less than 1% get returned for a replacement”. (Webster, 2019). These bags for life are meant as an alternative to single-use plastic bags, not to mimic the same proprieties as single-use bags, in being used once and then thrown away. It also does not help that when they are used, they are not being returned for a replacement, so there is the same amount of waste being produced, just a different bag being used. 
How to stop plastic pollution 
The UN Environment Programme detailed some steps to #BeatPlasticPollution. Here they are: 
· Pressure food suppliers to use non-plastic packaging;
· Refuse plastic cutlery and straws;
· Carry a refillable water bottle;
· Bring your own bags to stores.
(Programme, 2018). 
All these measures that the UN Environment Programme sets out steps that everybody can do in their daily lives to help improve the environment for the better. It also then calls on governments and companies to improve their offerings of alternatives to the entrenched methods of using poor eco-friendly products, in the hope of a change to eco-friendly products. 
Friends of the Earth has set out some steps, like the UN Environment Programme has and these include: 
· Support a new law to phase out non-essential plastics.
· Buy less stuff (go for second-hand where possible).
· Use reusable bags for your groceries.
· Get a reusable bottle and coffee cup.
· Make a packed lunch instead of buying sandwiches.
· Wash your clothes at low temperatures.
(Earth, 2019).
These steps add onto the UN Environment Programmes steps to helping plastic pollution and add some new steps, which give a broad idea of what’s good for the environment. 
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