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Submission on the House of Representatives Inquiry into plastic 
pollution in Australia’s oceans and waterways 

The Australian Marine Conservation Society (AMCS) appreciates the opportunity to make a 
submission on the House of Representatives inquiry into ocean plastic pollution. In particular, we 
welcome the chance to provide feedback on the progress and impact of national policies and 
approaches to reducing plastics in Australia. 

As Australia’s only charity dedicated solely to ocean conservation, we have over 57 years of 
experience working with scientists, researchers and ocean lovers to advance the protection of 
Australia’s marine species and ecosystems. AMCS has been proud to play a leading role in 
advocating for science-based solutions to ocean plastic pollution over many years. We are pleased 
to see the establishment of this inquiry, and the attention of the House Standing Committee on 
Climate Change, Energy, Environment and Water on these matters.  

We hope that this submission assists the committee to make a considered investigation into the 
impact of Australia’s policies on plastic pollution, with strong recommendations for improving the 
national policy framework.  

Please don’t hesitate to contact me if we can provide any further information in relation to this 
submission or the impacts of waste on the marine environment. On behalf of AMCS, I would 
appreciate the opportunity to present further testimony to future committee hearings on these 
manners. 

Yours sincerely,  

 

Shane Cucow  
Plastics Campaign Manager  
Australian Marine Conservation Society  
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Australian Marine Conservation Society Submission 

Inquiry into plastic pollution in Australia’s oceans and waterways 

The Australian Marine Conservation Society (AMCS) is the leading environmental organisation devoted solely 
to caring for Australia’s oceans and their wildlife. AMCS has over 300,000 members and supporters in 
Australia who we represent and work with on key marine issues facing the nation. We work with science and 
conservation centres to develop policy solutions that use best available science to deliver healthier outcomes 
for our oceans. One of our core focus areas is addressing the waste crisis that is leading to rising debris and 
plastic pollution in the marine environment. 

Ocean plastic pollution is a rapidly accelerating crisis both domestically and internationally. First recognised 
as an issue in the 1990s, decades of inaction and an unwillingness to regulate have allowed the crisis to spiral 
out of control. Current estimates show that up to 145,000 tonnes of Australia’s own plastic is now leaking into 
the natural environment annually. Globally, plastic production is increasing exponentially with the amount of 
plastic being produced projected to double by 2040, and the amount of plastic in the world’s oceans 
projected to triple within the next 20 years. 

The impact on ocean wildlife and marine ecosystems is devastating. Estimates suggest up to 100,000 marine 
animals and 1 million seabirds are killed by plastic globally every year, with turtles, whales and seabirds some 
of the most commonly affected species.  

Coral reef ecosystems are also being damaged by plastics, with studies indicating a high risk of coral disease 
or damage from plastic pollution. Impacts of plastic on wildlife and fish stocks have far reaching impacts for 
tourism, fisheries and human health. 

In recent years, Australia has made considerable progress in starting to address the plastic pollution crisis, 
with long overdue investment in building waste and recycling infrastructure. State and territory governments 
have worked with the Australian Government to deliver bans on single-use plastics and container deposit 
schemes, proven policies that are shown to directly address many of the most common plastics found in the 
natural environment. 

Despite this, Australia’s recycling rates have stagnated at just 13%, and the nation is not on track to deliver the 
2025 National Packaging Targets. Voluntary approaches to product stewardship and an unwillingness to 
regulate plastic reduction targets have allowed industry to avoid dealing with the environmental cost of their 
plastic use.  

As our submission lays out, a shift towards mandatory product stewardship, with national harmonisation of 
infrastructure and ambitious policies to reduce plastic waste are urgently required. Only through ambitious 
action can Australia fulfil its responsibility to prevent the disastrous ecological consequences of ocean plastic 
pollution. 
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Environmental impacts of plastic pollution 

The United Nations has identified ocean plastic 
pollution to be a global problem, and indeed ocean 
plastic pollution has been identified as an issue of 
concern in Australia since the 1990s. Plastic 
pollution has been found in every part of the 
marine ecosystem, from coastlines and river 
mouths, to coral reefs, Antarctic sea ice, and the 
depths of the deepest part of the ocean in the 
Mariana Trench. 

Current estimates indicate that 11 million metric tons 
of plastic waste enter the world’s oceans every 
year1, with 145,000 tonnes of Australia’s own plastic 
leaking into the natural environment annually.2 

In simple terms, the World Economic Forum 
estimates that the equivalent of one rubbish truck 
worth of plastic rubbish is dumped into our oceans 
every minute, and there will be more plastic by 
mass than fish in the sea by 2050.3 

Alarmingly, the production of plastic has rocketed 
in the last two decades, with as much plastic being 
produced between 2003 and 2016 as in all the 
preceding years combined.4 This production 
continues to grow exponentially and as a result 
global plastic production is projected to double by 
2040 at current rates, with overall levels of plastic 
pollution in the ocean expected to triple by 2040 if 
further action isn’t taken.5 

Figure 1: Global plastic production, accumulation and 
future trends (UNEP 2021) 

 

While Australia is not the largest contributor to 
global plastic pollution, our contribution is 
disproportionate to our size. A recent report by the 
Minderoo Foundation found that Australia 
generates more single-use plastic waste per 
person than any other country except Singapore, 
generating an estimated 59kg of plastic waste per 
person annually - compared with a global average 
of 15kg per person.6 

Impact of plastic pollution on marine 
wildlife 

Plastics are the most widespread, most harmful 
and most persistent form of marine litter, 
accounting for at least 85% of total marine waste.7 
Today almost every species group in the ocean has 
encountered plastic pollution, with scientists 
observing negative effects in almost 90% of 
assessed species.8  

Plastics are known to poison, injure or kill a wide 
range of animals including whales, seals, turtles, 
birds and fish, as well as invertebrates such as 
bivalves, plankton, worms and corals.9 Global 
estimates of the death toll from plastic pollution 
have shown that millions of seabirds are killed by 
plastic each year, and over 100,000 marine 
animals10, although these numbers are now 
expected to be higher than previously reported.  

Plastics harm ocean wildlife in three ways: 
entanglement in debris, direct injury due to 
ingestion of plastics, and secondary contamination 
as a result of plastic ingestion.  

Entanglement 

Entanglement in debris is the most likely cause of 
death for seabirds, turtles and marine mammals, 
with fishing gear, balloons and plastic bags rated 
the biggest entanglement threat.11 These items can 
wrap themselves around marine animals, causing 
strangulation, wounds, restricted movement, and 
death from drowning, starvation or injuries.12 13  

Marine animals of all sizes can become entangled 
in marine debris, including large cetaceans such as 
whales and dolphins who routinely become 
entangled in lost fishing gear. Birds are known to 
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Impact of plastic pollution on marine 
ecosystems 

In addition to the direct impacts of plastic pollution 
on wildlife, a growing body of research is showing 
concerning impacts on broader ecosystems such 
as coral reefs and mangroves. With these 
ecosystems already deteriorating as a result of 
issues such as rising ocean temperatures and 
water contamination, further damage as a result of 
increased plastic in the marine environment is likely 
to exacerbate the decline of these critical 
ecosystems. 

Plastic pollution deprives corals, sponges and 
bottom dwelling animals of light, food and oxygen, 
making sediment oxygen deficient, and reducing 
the numbers of organisms in the sediment.45 The 
reduction in light and oxygen can give pathogens 
a foothold, causing further detrimental effects on 
marine organisms. 

Smothering, disease and breakages as a result of 
plastic pollution has also been implicated in 
damage to coral reefs. A study of the effects of 
plastic on 124,000 reef-building corals from 159 
reefs in the Asia Pacific Region (including Palm 
Islands, Whitsunday Islands and Keppel Islands) 
found the likelihood of disease increases from 4% to 
89% when corals are in contact with plastic.46 The 
study estimated that 11.1 billion plastic items were 
entangled in the region’s coral reefs in 2010, an 
amount that has likely increased significantly over 
the last decade. 

Some of the world’s highest litter densities have 
been recorded in mangrove forests, with higher 
pollution levels correlating with lower tree health.47 
In the Gulf of Carpentaria marine debris 
concentrations have increased despite 
considerable efforts to remove debris by 
indigenous rangers, with much of the plastic 
entangled in mangroves that have already 
experienced significant dieback.48 

Sources of plastic pollution 

Plastics enter our oceans through a wide range of 
pathways. The main sources of plastics in the 
ocean are understood to be poorly managed 
waste collection and landfills (including illegal 
dumping), treated and untreated wastewater 
outflows, wear and tear on plastic products 

including textiles and vehicle tyres, run-off from 
land, plastics in agriculture that blow or wash 
away, and direct inputs from maritime industries.49  

In Australia estuaries have been highlighted as a 
primary conduit of marine debris into the ocean, 
particularly due to increasing urbanisation and 
population density in these areas. Plastic and other 
debris from urban areas is readily transported into 
storm-water drains and natural creeks which flow 
into the marine environment.50  

Analysis of global clean up data by the CSIRO has 
shown that global hotspots span all inhabited 
continents and that all nations contribute to the 
global problem, with more marine debris hotspots 
occurring in landlocked areas.51 Notably, the Gold 
Coast was identified as the fourth highest pollution 
hotspot for seafloor debris, with an estimated 1,422 
pieces of marine debris per km2. 

Evidence suggests that the vast majority of plastic 
found in Australian waters and on our coastlines 
originates from Australia, with higher 
concentrations of plastics and debris found near 
major population centres. Of marine debris found 
on our coastlines, approximately three quarters of 
the rubbish is plastic.52 

Single-use plastics 

In 2015, half of all plastic waste globally was from 
packaging alone; while according to a 2018 
estimate, single-use plastics accounted for 
between 60-95% of global marine plastic 
pollution.53 Of items found on the seafloor, plastic 
bottles, food wrappers, plastic bags and plastic 
cutlery are among the most commonly found 
items.54 

Data compiled by Clean Up Australia has 
consistently shown that plastic packaging is one of 
the most significant contributors to Australia’s 
ocean plastic pollution, with soft plastics 
representing over 40% of all plastic packaging 
found in Australian litter cleanups, and food 
packaging, non-food packaging, beverage 
containers and beverage rubbish making up the 
majority of remaining plastic collected.55 

On a global scale, flexible packaging (bags, films, 
pouches, etc.) and multilayer and multi-material 
plastics (sachets, diapers, beverage cartons, etc.) 
account for a disproportionate share of plastic 
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pollution compared with their production, making 
up 47% and 25% of plastics leakage respectively.56 
This is likely due to the ease with which these 
plastics blow or wash away into drains and 
waterways. 

Abandoned, lost or discarded fishing gear 

According to scientific evidence presented to the 
United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), 
abandoned, lost and discarded fishing gear (ghost 
gear) is estimated to make up approximately 10% 
of all plastic in the ocean.57 

Research by CSIRO and the University of Tasmania 
has estimated that enough fishing line to wrap 
around the Earth 18 times is lost in the world’s 
oceans every year. The study estimates that nearly 
2% of commercial fishing gear is lost or discarded 
every year, which includes 14 billion longline hooks, 
25 million pots and traps and almost 740,000 km of 
fishing longlines.58 

The prevailing currents and conditions in the 
Arafura and Timor Seas and the Torres Strait make 
the Gulf of Carpentaria a global ghost net and 
marine debris hotspot. This is an area with high 

biodiversity value that contains six of the seven 
threatened marine turtle species. It is estimated 
that more than 85% of the nets found there 
originate from outside of Australia’s Exclusive 
Economic Zone (EEZ), most likely originating from 
the nearby Arafura Sea.59 

CSIRO research has shown that, despite 
management efforts, the overall number of ghost 
nets identified in aerial surveys of the gulf increased 
between 2004 and 2020.60 Surveys showed the 
highest number of nets per kilometre are found in 
the northern part of western Cape York Peninsula, 
including: QLD coastline passing Vrilya Point, 
Cotterell Creek, Doughboy River, MacDonald River, 
Horn Island, Peak Point/Punsand, Jardine River, 
Weipa, Mapoon ad Boyd Point and Aurukun, 
Norman Creek; and in the NT, south of the Gove 
Peninsula around Cape Barrow and Numbulwar. 

Feedback given to AMCS by indigenous rangers in 
the Gulf has suggested that while nets have 
historically been the primary source of concern, 
general plastic debris is increasing rapidly, 
becoming a major source of concern.  
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According to APCO data, Australia is not on track 
to meet the National Packaging Targets for 
plastic packaging, and is going backwards on 
some measures.63 

● Only 16% of plastic packaging was 
recycled in the 2019-20 financial year, 
down from 18% the previous year.  

● Only 60% of plastic packaging was found 
to be easily recyclable. 

● Post-consumer recycled content 
accounted for just 3% of plastic packaging 
on the market. 

● Only 4% of soft plastics were recycled. 

Even with the substantive levels of investment 
committed to recycling infrastructure, the APCO 
analysis suggested that Australia will be able to 
achieve only 36% plastic recycling rate at best by 
2025.  

The National Plastics Plan also cited previously 
announced funding such as $14.8 million for the 
Ghost Nets Initiative, which seeks to track and 
recover ghost nets in the Gulf of Carpentaria; and 
$16 million for the Pacific Ocean Litter Project 
(POLP), allocated to help the Secretariat of the 
Pacific Regional Environment Programme 
(SPREP) and Pacific island nations with the Marine 
Litter Action Plan, with a specific focus on reducing 
the sources of single-use plastics in the marine 
environment. The impact of these investments is 
not yet clear. 

National Waste Policy Action Plan 

The National Waste Policy Action Plan 2019 
(NWPAP) was developed to implement the 2018 
National Waste Policy, and agreed by Australia’s 
environment ministers and ALGA in November 
2019.  

Included under the NWPAP national targets were 
set for reforming Australia’s management of 
waste: 

● Target 1: Ban the export of waste plastic, 
paper, glass and tyres, commencing in 
the second half of 2020. 

● Target 2: Reduce total waste generated 
in Australia by 10% per person by 2030. 

● Target 3: 80% average resource recovery 
rate from all waste streams following the 
waste hierarchy by 2030. 

● Target 4: Significantly increase the use of 
recycled content by governments and 
industry. 

● Target 5: Phase out problematic and 
unnecessary plastics by 2025. 

● Target 6: Halve the amount of organic 
waste sent to landfill by 2030 

● Target 7: Make comprehensive, 
economy-wide and timely data publicly 
available to support better consumer, 
investment and policy decisions  

Australia is not currently on track to meet the 
national target of reducing waste generated per 
person by 10% per person by 2030, with waste per 
person increasing by 3% since 2017.64 

These targets are not sufficiently specific to drive a 
reduction in plastic pollution. For example, Target 
2 (reduce waste by 10%) does not include a specific 
target for plastic waste reduction. Further, Target 
5 (plastic phase out) has been limited by an 
absence of a nationally agreed list of plastics to be 
phased out, resulting in long delays in 
implementation as state, territory and industry 
actors adopt inconsistent approaches to plastic 
phase outs. 

According to an audit of the NWPAP by the 
Australian National Audit Office (ANAO) published 
in September 2022, significant shortcomings in the 
NWPAP and its implementation have limited 
progress.65 Shortcomings include: 

● the department is unable to demonstrate 
it is managing risk to the implementation 
of the deliverables under the action plan; 

● scope and deliverables for each action 
were not established or agreed, 
impacting the implementation and 
coordination of actions and making it 
difficult to demonstrate progress; and 

● reported issues are not being considered 
or addressed by the governance body. 
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packaging to improve sustainability, re-using or 
repurposing packaging materials, and increasing 
the utilisation of recycled content. 

The Need for an Enforceable Circular 
Economy Framework 

It is clear that despite efforts to reduce waste, 
improvements in Australia’s plastics management 
have been marginal at best. Plastics recycling 
rates have flatlined, while plastic leakage into the 
environment has increased. Reviews of the 
National Waste Policy Action Plan and the 
Australian Packaging Covenant framework have 
shown that voluntary measures have failed to 
achieve the upstream changes that are needed.   

It is difficult to envision a feasible scenario in 
which Australia can achieve a 70% recovery rate 
for plastics, without taking serious action to 
curtail the production of virgin and single-use 
plastics, and transitioning to a circular economy 
focused on reuse, repair and recycling.  

AMCS welcomes the Australian Government’s 
recent announcement of a Ministerial Advisory 
Group on the Circular Economy, as a promising 
sign of the government’s commitment to 
addressing these shortfalls. 

The urgent need to curtail plastics production and 
shift to a circular economy has also been 
recognised at previous parliamentary inquiries.  

The June 2018 report from the Senate Inquiry into 
the Waste and Recycling Industry stated: 

The committee is of the view that the Australian 
Government must act urgently to transition away 
from a linear economy to a circular economy 
which prioritises the collection, recovery and re-
use of products, including within Australia. This 
transition must include a suite of regulatory and 
policy changes aimed at influencing behaviour, as 
well as investments in infrastructure and 
technology.67 

Among other measures, the Senate committee 
further recommended that: 

● the Australian, state and territory 
governments agree to a phase out of 
petroleum-based single-use plastics by 
2023; 

● product stewardship schemes established 
under the Product Stewardship Act 2011 
be mandatory schemes; and 

● the Australian Government extend 
producer responsibility under product 
stewardship schemes to ensure better 
environmental and social outcomes 
through improved design. 

The European Union has made significant 
progress in implementing a strong circular 
economy strategy, incorporating experience from 
a number of member nations that are recognised 
as leaders in plastics recovery.  

We encourage the Australian government to 
examine the EU circular economy action plan as 
a framework for establishing an overarching 
circular economy strategy for Australia.  

This strategy could incorporate a revised set of 
measures that replace the National Waste 
Strategy, UPM NEPM, Packaging Covenant and 
National Plastics Plan. 

AMCS notes the recent announcement of the 
Australian Government’s Nature Positive Plan, a 
proposal for the reform of Australia’s 
environmental laws in response to the Samuel 
review of the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act).  

Included in this plan are proposals for an 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), a new 
independent statutory authority which would 
assume oversight of the Waste and Recycling Act 
along with other environmental laws.  

The new authority’s responsibilities in relation to 
waste and recycling are not specified in the 
proposal, and as such further information is 
needed on what role this body will play in the 
future management of plastics in Australia. 

AMCS encourages the committee to seek further 
information on the proposed role of the EPA in 
relation to waste, recycling and product 
stewardship. 
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Examining Market Based Mechanisms 
for Plastic Reduction 

One of the most significant barriers to improving 
recovery of plastics is the relative cheapness of 
virgin plastic over recycled and reusable forms of 
plastic. As long as producers are able to push the 
cost of waste management onto taxpayers, 
market economics will continue to support 
ongoing use of virgin single-use plastic packaging. 

In consideration of a package of measures to 
strengthen Australia’s approach to a circular 
economy, AMCS encourages consideration of two 
mechanisms that have been implemented 
internationally with positive effect. 

Mandatory Extended Producer 
Responsibility Schemes 

Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) is a 
policy approach in which a producer’s 
responsibility for a product is extended to the 
post-consumer stage of the product’s lifecycle.  

In individual producer responsibility (IPR) systems, 
producers take responsibility for their own 
products, whereas in collective producer 
responsibility systems (CPR) producers of the 
same product type collaborate and pay an EPR 
fee to a Producer Responsibility Organisation 
(PRO) - in essence requiring the polluter to pay for 
the cost of recovery and mitigation of 
environmental harm. 

More than 400 EPR schemes are in place 
worldwide, up from about 30 in 1990,68 with 
significant progress across APEC in recent years.69 
EPR schemes have been implemented in a diverse 
set of product types, including electronics, vehicles, 
batteries, tyres, and packaging. 

EPR schemes have been endorsed as a necessary 
measure by over 100 major businesses, including: 
Beiersdorf, Borealis, Berry Global, Danone, 
Diageo, DS Smith, Ferrero, Friesland Campina, 
H&M, Henkel, Inditex, Indorama Ventures, L'Oréal, 
Mars, Mondi, Nestlé, PepsiCo, Pick n Pay, Reckitt, 
Schwarz Group, Tetra Pak, The Coca-Cola 
Company, Unilever, Veolia, and Walmart.70 

Studies into international product stewardship 
and EPR schemes have shown that such schemes 
should be collective and mandatory to be 
effective in achieving environmental goals.  

A 2022 report by the World Bank examining the 
role of EPR schemes for packaging in circular 
economies71 highlighted that: 

● Under a voluntary system, only a few 
companies participate in voluntary 
measures, which result in sustainability 
focused companies facing competitive 
disadvantages. 

● It is not possible to establish a nationwide 
collection system covering all packaging 
waste based on voluntary measures, with 
activities usually concentrated in urban 
areas, while rural areas are not included 
due to associated high costs. 

● The results of voluntary schemes are very 
limited, usually to a few types of 
packaging waste that are profitable 
and/or easy to collect and forward to 
recycling. 

● A voluntary initiative is not a reliable 
element for sustainable waste 
management as it cannot be 
demanded/claimed. This means that 
projects are often discontinued after the 
project has finished or the funding period 
has lapsed. 

● Under a mandatory EPR scheme, since all 
companies bringing packaged goods 
onto the market are obliged to pay for 
the EPR system, the system does not 
distort competition. The rules apply 
equally to all obligated companies. 

These observations correlate strongly with 
Australia’s historically voluntary approach to 
packaging stewardship, where participation has 
been inconsistent, collection systems not 
consistently available, and progress limited to the 
lowest hanging fruit.
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market, and report the amount and type of packaging materials they put on the market to the 
authority, allowing tracking of progress and preventing free riders. As per government proposals to 
establish an independent Environmental Protection Authority with oversight of the Waste and 
Recycling Act, this could be a responsibility of such a body. 

5. AMCS recommends the Australian Government implement a market based mechanism that 
targets plastic production. Modelled on the EU or UK examples, such a mechanism could be a levy 
on virgin plastics (to stimulate demand for recycled material), and/or a levy on the use of plastic 
packaging to achieve an overall reduction in waste plastic. 

6. AMCS recommends that the newly proposed Data Division to be established within the 
Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water be tasked with the oversight 
of data on Australia’s plastic pollution and waste management. Building on the National Waste 
Reports, detailed data should continue to be made available biennially, and include data on plastic 
recovery (by polymer); levels of virgin plastics vs recycled plastics on the market; proportions of 
reusable, recyclable and compostable plastic packaging on the market; and plastic leakage to the 
environment. It should also include full state/territory breakdowns to enable accurate analysis of 
state and territory policies. 

  

Inquiry into plastic pollution in Australia’s oceans and waterways
Submission 45



Inquiry into plastic pollution in Australia’s oceans and waterways
Submission 45



Page 19 of 35 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

7. AMCS recommends that this committee’s members consult directly with indigenous rangers in the 
Gulf of Carpentaria, who are at the coal face of some of the worst plastic pollution in Australia. 
Acknowledging the challenges faced by traditional owners in travelling to Canberra and engaging 
in consultation processes that are not designed for traditional knowledge exchange, we suggest 
that this consultation should occur on country where rangers can directly show the committee 
members the scale of the problem and the challenges faced by rangers in addressing the issue. 

8. AMCS recommends the Australia Government join the Global Ghost Gear Initiative. The Global 
Ghost Gear Initiative (GGGI) is a cross stakeholder alliance of fishing industry, private sector, 
corporates, NGOs, academia and governments focused on solving the problem of lost and 
abandoned fishing gear, working together across all sectors to develop pathways for reform and 
support partnerships that reduce the loss of fishing gear worldwide. 20 Governments are now 
members of the GGGI, including the United States of America, United Kingdom, and New Zealand. 

9. AMCS recommends the Australian Government work through regional partnerships such as the 
Arafura and Timor Sea Ecosystem Action Program (ATSEA) to develop and implement a regional 
marine debris and ghost net action plan. Collaboration with these neighbours will be critical to 
stopping plastics at the source. AMCS understands some work is already under way in this regard, 
including discussions on establishing a regional monitoring network in partnership with Indonesia, 
Timor-Leste and Papua New Guinea.  

9.1. AMCS also recommends the Australian Government assist indigenous rangers in the Gulf of 
Carpentaria to attend meetings with regional neighbours to discuss the impact of lost gear in 
the Arafura Sea on their traditional lands.  

10. AMCS recommends the Australian Government implement measures to ensure Australian 
fisheries meet best practice gear management practices, with public reporting on the gear loss 
from Australian fisheries. Unless Australia can demonstrate a high standard of domestic gear 
management practices it will be difficult to secure commitments from other nation states to 
implement the same. Such a framework should be based on international frameworks such as the 
UN Food and Agriculture Organisation’s Voluntary Guidelines on the Marking of Fishing Gear. 
Transparency will improve our understanding of the impacts of gear loss in Australia, and increase 
public confidence in the sustainability of domestic fisheries. 

11. AMCS recommends the Australian Government increase investment in tracking, clean up and 
disposal infrastructure for ghost net management in the Gulf of Carpentaria. A needs analysis 
and feasibility study commissioned for Parks Australia provides guidance on key priorities for 
investment, such as the need for a landing barge to transport equipment or beach cleaning 
vehicles for ranger groups who lack infrastructure, and support for a gulf wide cleaning blitz 
involving governments, ranger groups, NGOs, industry and communities with support from Defence 
and fishing industries.76 
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Effectiveness of the Australian Government’s engagement with 
states and territories 

Waste Infrastructure 

AMCS welcomes the significant level of co-
investment in recycling infrastructure delivered 
under the Recycling Modernisation Fund, through 
which the Australian Government has committed 
$250 million, to be matched by state/territory 
governments and industry. However, as noted 
earlier in this submission, projections indicate this 
will not be sufficient to achieve national goals for 
70% of plastic packaging recovery. 

Additionally, AMCS is concerned by varying levels 
of access to services available to residents in some 
areas. (See Figure 2).  

Areas such as Exmouth, home to Australia’s world 
heritage Ningaloo Reef, still do not have access to 
recycling collection, as well as many remote 
communities in the Northern Territory.  

This lack of access to recycling infrastructure in 
regional and remote areas is the key barrier to 
increasing recycling rates in those jurisdictions, 
with 2019-20 data showing that the NT, QLD and 
WA have the worst plastic packaging recovery 
rates in Australia.77 

Biodegradable and compostable plastics are an 
emerging area of concern when it comes to waste 
management.  

As the majority of states and territories move to 
implement bans on single-use plastics, along with 
an increased focus on sustainability by consumers, 
many businesses have moved to adopt plastics 
labelled as biodegradable or compostable, 
believing these to be a more sustainable 
alternative.  

However, several issues prevent appropriate 
waste management of biodegradable and 
compostable plastics, including:  

● Lack of appropriate waste management 
infrastructure: Most compostable plastics 
on the market are commercially 
compostable, which means they require 

industrial composters to be able to break 
down quickly. Currently, only 31% of 
households have access to kerbside 
compost collection, and many 
jurisdictions such as Queensland do not 
permit compostable plastics to be 
included in compost collection. 

● Unenforced standards for 
biodegradable and compostable 
plastics: While Australia has strong 
standards for compostable plastics (AS 
5810-2010 Home Composting and AS 
4736–2006 Commercial Composting) 
they are currently voluntary. As a result 
very few products claiming to be 
biodegradable or compostable on the 
Australian market are certified to the 
Australian standard. As a result, the 
majority of industrial composting facilities 
reject all compostable plastics as they 
cannot ascertain their compliance with 
Australia’s strong requirements for low 
contamination rates in soil from 
compost.78 

Almost all compostable and biodegradable 
plastics are only able to be disposed of to landfill, 
where they break down anaeorobically (in the 
absence of oxygen). This process releases 
methane, a greenhouse gas that is at least 26 
times more potent than carbon dioxide.79  

When littered, blown away or washed into the 
ocean, biodegradable and compostable plastics 
will still take many years to decompose, posing an 
ongoing threat to marine wildlife. 

More leadership is needed at a federal level to 
enforce composting standards and to coordinate 
harmonisation of services, with further investment 
needed to prioritise access to recycling and 
industrial composting services for regional and 
remote communities.  
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Figure 2: Local government waste services by region type (National Waste Report 2022) 

 

 

Figure 3: Access to kerbside organic waste services by proportion of the jurisdictional population, 2020–21  
(National Waste Report 2022) 

 

FOGO: Food Organics and Garden Organics   GO: Garden Organics 

When littered, blown away or washed into the 
ocean, biodegradable and compostable plastics 
will still take many years to decompose, posing an 
ongoing threat to marine wildlife. 

More leadership is needed at a federal level to 
enforce composting standards and to coordinate 
harmonisation of services, with further investment 
needed to prioritise access to recycling and 
industrial composting services for regional and 
remote communities.  

Bans on Single-Use Plastics 

One of the biggest areas of success in Australia’s 
approach to managing plastic pollution has been 
the rollout of bans on problematic and 
unnecessary single-use plastics among the states 
and territories. This is one of the most powerful 
instruments policy makers have been able to 
deploy to reduce plastic pollution, effectively 
preventing the production of the hardest to recycle 
and most commonly littered plastics.  
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These bans on single-use plastics have enjoyed 
widespread public support, with government 
consultations consistently showing public support 
at levels above 90%.80 81 82 

Since 2021, five states and territories have 
implemented laws or regulations to ban single-
use plastics. Victoria will join these states when its 
ban commences in February 2023. The Northern 
Territory and Tasmania have committed to ban 
single-use plastics by 2025, although the 
Tasmanian State Government is yet to release a 
proposed list of items to be banned. (See Figure 4) 

The 2022 National Waste Report estimates that 
state and territory bans on single-use plastics 
could see 65,000 tonnes of single-use plastic 
waste prevented in Australia over 10 years.83 

While the bans on single-use plastics have been 
welcomed by the Australian public, there are 
significant inconsistencies between states and 
territories, with different items banned in each 
jurisdiction. This has caused widespread confusion 
for consumers and significant challenges for 
businesses who operate across jurisdictions.  

Additionally, the definitions of single-use plastics 
and allowed alternatives differs between 
jurisdictions, with some jurisdictions allowing 
compostable plastic alternatives despite the lack 
of appropriate waste management infrastructure. 

To reduce confusion and give certainty to 
businesses, there is an urgent need to harmonise 
the bans on single-use plastics and set nationally 
agreed, enforceable definitions of single-use, 
reusable and recyclable products.  

Such a harmonisation should include an explicit 
roadmap for single-use items to be banned 
nationally, either laid out in national legislation or 
agreed through forums such as the Environment 
Ministers Meeting.  

In considering this list of plastics, AMCS urges the 
Australian Government to consider adopting the 
roadmap released by the South Australian 
Government this year (Figure 5), and exploring an 
additional list of single-use plastics to be phased 
out in sectors such as agriculture and business to 
business packaging. Such a list should be subject 
to an annual review, adding further single-use 
plastics as suitable alternatives become available. 
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Figure 4: Australian State / Territory Commitments to Ban Single-Use Plastics - Priority Plastics for Protecting Ocean 
Wildlife (AMCS) 
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container return rates stagnate represents more 
plastic lost in waterways. 

In addition to single-use beverage containers, 
consideration should be given to expanding the 
schemes to include reusable and refillable 
beverage containers. In countries such as 
Germany and Austria, the inclusion of reusable 

bottles has extended the life of their packaging 
allowing it to be sanitised and used again multiple 
times, negating the need for costly recycling and 
remanufacturing. This has included a higher 
refund amount for these items. Introducing this 
element would power a shift towards reusable 
containers, an essential component of the 
transition to a circular economy. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

12. AMCS recommends the Australian Government establish a process for harmonising 
state/territory bans on single-use plastics with an ambitious roadmap for expanding the bans. 
This could be delivered through the previously mentioned proposal for a Circular Economy 
(Plastics) Act, or through agreement of the Environment Ministers Meeting. 

13. AMCS recommends the Australian Government take a leadership role in harmonising container 
deposit schemes and reviewing the refund amount. As with harmonising bans on single-use 
plastics, this could be delivered through legislation or state/territory agreement. 

14. AMCS recommends setting mandated standards at a national level for reusability, recyclability 
and compostability of plastics. Confusion in definitions between state and territory governments 
and voluntary standards for compostability and biodegradability have allowed greenwashing to 
become rampant. Action should include mandating the AS 5810-2010 Home Composting and AS 
4736–2006 Commercial Composting standards for any plastics claiming to be biodegradable or 
compostable. 

15. AMCS recommends the Australian Government review the progress of the Recycling 
Modernisation Fund and renew funding for a further four years. In renewing the scheme, 
consideration should be given to raising the level of investment, improving access for regional and 
remote communities, and ensuring access to organics collection that includes Australian certified 
compostable packaging.  
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Effectiveness of the Australian Government’s engagement with 
Industry and NGOs 

Industry Engagement 

To date, Australia’s focus on plastic pollution has 
been at the waste management end of the waste 
hierarchy, with few requirements for industry to 
reduce plastic production. While Australia has 
included proactive National Packaging Targets in 
the 2021 National Plastics Plan, little progress has 
been made on increasing plastic recycling rates or 
increasing the proportion of recycled content in 
plastic packaging due to lax requirements on 
industry.  

An over reliance on voluntary measures has 
allowed companies to set a slow pace of 
progress. While more than half (53%) of major 
food and beverage companies have made a 
commitment to ensure some or all of their plastic 
packaging is reusable, recyclable or compostable, 
only 7% have reported concrete actions.87 Only a 
quarter of major food & beverage companies are 
addressing key issues such as packaging design, 
increasing recyclability, reducing single-use 
plastics, or managing the end-of-life processes for 
their products. 

While the ANZPAC Plastics Pact has been a vital 
forum for industry collaboration and produced 
good guidance for business plastics reduction, 
actual reductions in plastic packaging have been 
minimal. Many large companies are engaged in 
problematic practices to divert attention from their 
true plastic footprint, using practices such as 
lightweighting (reducing the thickness of plastic 
packaging) to give a false sense of plastic 
reduction or placing an overemphasis on small 
pilots that are not scaled into changes across their 
product lines.88 

According to 2022 progress data from the Ellen 
Macarthur Foundation Global Commitment, the 
largest global framework for business 
collaboration and plastic reduction, on net the 
world’s companies are failing to achieve voluntary 

targets. While the use of recycled plastics has 
increased slightly, most signatory companies will 
fail to meet commitments to achieve 100% of all 
packaging being reusable, recyclable or 
compostable by 2025 (the current rate is 65%).  

Overall the volume of plastic packaging has 
increased, not decreased; reusable packaging is 
declining; and the use of virgin plastics has 
increased - with global giants PepsiCo, Coca-
Cola and Mars key contributors.89 

NGO Engagement 

AMCS has welcomed past opportunities to brief 
the government in regards to the impact of marine 
debris on Australian wildlife, and policies to reduce 
ocean plastic pollution.  

However, such engagement has varied 
significantly between departments, and many 
issues highlighted by environmental non-
government organisations (eNGOs) have not been 
addressed in national strategies to address ocean 
plastic pollution, such as the failure of voluntary 
approaches to plastic reduction. 

The development of the National Plastics Plan 
involved very little stakeholder engagement, 
including eNGOs. If a formal plan had been 
proposed with a public consultation period, there 
would have been opportunity for organisations 
such as AMCS to highlight historical issues that 
have stemmed from poorly defined standards and 
targets.  

There is an opportunity for the Australian 
Government to better leverage the considerable 
expertise of environmental NGOs. In considering 
models for better engagement, AMCS encourages 
the Australian Government to include 
representatives of eNGOs in the recently 
announced Circular Economy Ministerial Advisory 
Group.
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

16. As highlighted earlier in this submission, AMCS recommends the Australian Government move to 
a mandatory product stewardship approach. After decades of poor progress, and the use of virgin 
plastic increasing, it is clear that a consistent mandatory approach is needed to give the right 
signals to industry and ensure clarity in the nation’s path to plastic reduction. 

17. AMCS recommends the Australian Government include representatives of environmental NGOs in 
the Circular Economy Ministerial Advisory Group. This approach is commensurate with the 
approaches of jurisdictions such as WA, QLD and SA who have established single-use plastics 
working groups with stakeholders from a variety of sectors to advise on government policy. 
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Effectiveness of community education campaigns 

In Australia awareness of ocean plastic pollution 
among the population is quite high, with ocean 
plastics consistently rated one of the top 
environmental issues for Australians. Public 
campaigns organised by environmental NGOs 
such as Plastic Free Places, Plastic Free July and 
Take 3 For The Sea have been successful at raising 
awareness of actions that can be taken by 
individuals to reduce their plastic footprint and 
help reduce litter. 

Education at the council level is also crucial to 
improving public participation in recycling and 
waste avoidance, although levels of investment 
and attention to plastic reduction vary significantly 
between local government areas.  

Analysis by CSIRO has shown that waste 
management investment as a total proportion of 
council budget has been shown to have a 
significant correlation with decrease in debris, with 
councils allocating 8% of their total budget to 
waste management shown to deliver the best 
results.90 Implementing a combination of 
recycling, litter prevention and illegal dumping 
programs at a council level was found to be the 
best at reducing waste on a coastline - by 
targeting three of the most significant drivers of 
waste. 

In addition to consistent levels of funding at the 
council level, clean up campaigns must be 
targeted at source. The CSIRO study noted clean 
ups tend to only happen in dirty areas, with 
councils targeting areas that have high waste 
loads. They have immediate aesthetic results, 
however they routinely target areas where the 
waste accumulates - not where the waste enters 
the coastal environment.  

Considerable attention has been given to 
education on recycling by the Australian 
Government in recent years, including an 
investment of $8.2 million to establish a 
trademarked ReMade in Australia scheme to 
promote Australia’s remanufacturing industries 
and increase consumer confidence in the value of 
recycling and ReMade products. An additional $2 
million was invested in the Recycle Mate app 
through the Australian Government’s Environment 
Restoration Fund.  

However, with just 13% of plastic recycled in 
Australia AMCS is concerned that these 
investments are set up for failure.  

The recent collapse of REDcycle and the 
subsequent damage to public confidence in 
recycling has demonstrated the high risk of 
investing heavily in marketing recycling as a 
solution, without capacity in the system to 
manage a high level of input.  

Priority should be given to ensuring consistent 
access to recycling across all jurisdictions and 
eliminating the production of unrecyclable 
products, so that Australians can have real 
confidence in recycling as a solution. 

Many years of greenwashing by companies have 
also led to high levels of confusion about 
bioplastics, biodegradable plastics and 
compostable plastics, with many consumers 
believing that any plant-based plastic will 
degrade quickly if littered in the environment or in 
landfill. Following the implementation of 
mandatory national standards for biodegradable 
plastics and once facilities exist at scale to manage 
these products, further education to improve 
public understanding of the appropriate disposal 
options will be required. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

18. AMCS recommends that investment priority should be given to ensuring consistent levels of 
recycling access, as opposed to investment in marketing of recycling as a solution. Consumer 
confidence in the recycling system is currently fragile and cannot be restored until Australia’s 
recycling and waste management infrastructure is capable of achieving high recovery rates. 

19. AMCS recommends future education and pilot programs focus on the uptake of reusable 
packaging options by industry. The uptake of reusable packaging is a critical element of the 
transition towards a circular economy, and to achieve the scale needed it is important that this be 
adopted by supermarkets and other sectors with large packaging footprint. 

20. AMCS recommends funding be allocated for campaigns that build public awareness in regards to 
the appropriate management of plant-based and biodegradable plastic products. Such 
education must be paired with strong national standards for such products, and investment in the 
infrastructure required to manage them. 

  

Inquiry into plastic pollution in Australia’s oceans and waterways
Submission 45



Page 30 of 34 
 

Global initiatives to reduce plastic pollution 

While many global initiatives and agreements 
have sought to address plastic pollution and 
abandoned, lost or discarded fishing gear, 
including the International Convention for the 
Prevention of Pollution from Ships (1973) and the 
1996 Protocol to the Convention on the Prevention 
of Marine Pollution by Dumping of Wastes and 
Other Matter; they are mostly voluntary and have 
historically focused on maritime sources of 
pollution.  

There is an urgent need for a unified global 
approach to addressing plastic pollution, that 
includes binding, specific, and measurable targets 
to reduce plastic pollution and phase out virgin 
plastics.   

Global negotiations are currently under way on a 
new global agreement to end plastic pollution, 

through the UN Environment Assembly. AMCS 
welcomes the Australian Government’s recent 
announcement that it has joined the High Ambition 
Coalition to End Plastic Pollution, a group of close 
to 50 nations that have committed to advocate for 
legally binding global rules and measures in such 
a treaty, as well as other key measures such as a 
global funding instrument to support poorer 
nations in managing plastic waste and reducing 
pollution.  

As negotiations progress over the next two years, 
Australia’s leadership will be critical in securing an 
ambitious treaty that delivers real outcomes. 
Australia should play a strong role in supporting 
outcomes for our pacific neighbours, who often 
disproportionately bear the weight of plastic 
pollution washing up on their coasts, or lack the 
space and infrastructure to manage plastic waste.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

21. AMCS urges the Australian Government not to wait for the full implementation of a global 
agreement before enacting further policies to reduce plastic pollution. Measures such as national 
product standards, mandatory targets for local plastics production, and tax based instruments can 
be implemented now, with targets and measures updated following the delivery of an international 
agreement. 

22. AMCS urges the Australian Government to advocate for legally binding global targets to reduce 
plastic pollution and reduce virgin plastics production through the International Negotiation 
Committee process. Given the rapid acceleration of global plastics use and its leakage into the 
environment, and historically low rates of recycling, AMCS is of the view that these are the most 
critical measures for ensuring accountability in such an agreement. 

23. AMCS recommends the Australian Government sponsor the attendance of traditional owners 
from land groups in the Gulf of Carpentaria at International Negotiating Committee meetings on 
an international agreement to end plastic pollution. UNEA resolution 5/14 acknowledges the critical 
role indigenous peoples must have in tackling the plastic pollution crisis, and it calls on the INC to 
consider, among other things, “[t]he best available science, traditional knowledge, knowledge of 
indigenous peoples and local knowledge systems.” 
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