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About Minderoo Foundation 

The Minderoo Foundation is one of Australasia’s largest philanthropic organisations, with AUD 2.6 billion 

committed to a range of initiatives which target intractable world challenges.  

Minderoo Foundation’s Plastics initiative seeks to eliminate the harm from plastic to people and the 

planet. Our vision is a world of no plastic waste, made possible by an absolute reduction in virgin fossil 

fuel plastic production and consumption, and a thriving circular plastics economy where safety is a 

priority.  

To achieve this, we engage across the scientific, health, policy and regulatory, industry and civil society 

communities to pursue both regulatory and market-based solutions. Our projects span the entire 

plastics value chain, focusing on key issues such as transparency, human health impacts, safe redesign, 

and effective management of existing fossil-fuel plastic. 

 

Yours, 

 

Emma Silver 

Head of Public Affairs and Advocacy 

Plastics 

Encl. (1) 
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Minderoo Foundation response to the Australian Government Inquiry into plastic pollution in 

Australia’s oceans and waterways (the Inquiry)  

 

1. The environmental impacts of plastic pollution particularly in oceans and waterways  

It is estimated that the amount of plastic that entered the ocean in 2010 was approximately 5-13 

million tonnes. ii This is predicted to double by 2030 if the current rates continue.iii More specifically, 

plastic accounts for 50-80% of debris accumulating in marine environments,iv and can enter 

aquatic ecosystems through a multitude of routes, including wastewater pathways, road runoff, 

mismanaged waste, fishing and aquaculture activities, as well as illegal dumping.v vi   

 

Plastic pollution is associated with a multitude of adverse environmental impacts on aquatic 

environments. Although extensive research has been undertaken to date, the impacts of plastics in 

the ocean and waterways are not yet fully understood. It is clear, however, that plastic has many 

detrimental effects on marine organisms. Packaging materials, netting and discarded fishing gear 

can cause entanglement, injury and even death through constriction; while ingestion of plastic 

particles can have immediate effects, such as intestinal blockages and organ punctures, and long-

term effects, impacting sex determination in some organisms, and causing nervous system damage 

in othersvii. 

 

Plastics are composed of a polymer matrix, mixed with additives such as plasticisers and flame 

retardants, which are usually not chemically bonded to the polymer, and can leach out into the air, 

water and soil during all phases of the product life cycle.viii Many chemical additives are toxic to flora 

and fauna and are also contained in the tiny particles (micro- and nano-plastics) that form as plastic 

breaks up into smaller and smaller pieces. The particles and the toxic chemical additives enter and 

move up the food chain, bioaccumulating in larger species, including humans via consumption of 

seafood.ix 

 

Plastic particles can also absorb toxic pollutants present in the ocean and other waterways, further 

compounding health impacts in marine organisms ingesting the plastic. This includes organ 

damage, hormone disruption and reproductive changes, as well as greater susceptibility to disease.x 

Micro- and nano-particles in fact serve as sinks for various poisonous compounds, enhancing their 

bioavailability, toxicity, and transportation between various aquatic habitats.xi 

 

Given the numerous pathways in which plastics over their life cyclexii can enter into oceans and 

waterways, including through aquatic and land-based sources, and the deleterious environmental 

impacts of the marine pollution described above, it is important that the Australian Government is 

taking a holistic approach to managing plastic pollution.  

 

2. The effectiveness of Australia’s plastics management framework under the National Plastics 

Plan and related policies to reduce plastic pollution particularly in oceans and waterways 

Minderoo acknowledges the efforts made by the Australian Government to manage plastic 

pollution, particularly over the last five years. We see further opportunity for the Australian 
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Government to strengthen the current plastics management framework under the National Plastics 

Plan 2021 (NPP) by pursuing more ambitious targets and increasing the scope of actions set out in 

the NPP, including by immediately widening the scope of the single-use plastic items included in the 

phase-out of problematic plastics. We also recommend fast-tracking investment into Australia’s 

waste management infrastructure to support development of adequate and reliable domestic 

capacity to collect, sort, and recycle material, including adequate facilities to recycle soft plastics. 

 

Single-use plastics account for most of the plastic that becomes waste globally.xiii  With a global 

ranking of 15th for generation of single-use plastic waste, Minderoo strongly advocates for 

consideration of additional measures which will result in an overall reduction in the domestic 

consumption of plastics whilst accelerating the transition towards a circular plastics economy. 

These measures could, for example, address the market failures that favour production of virgin 

fossil fuel plastics versus circular plastic material management (re-use, recycling and use of 

alternative non-fossil fuel materials), and could include working with industry to secure 

commitments to use more recycled plastic in products and packaging. 

 

3. The effectiveness of the Australian Government’s engagement with States, Territories, 

industry and non-government organisations to reduce plastic pollution particularly in oceans 

and waterways 

Minderoo believes that effective engagement by the Australian Government is critical to addressing 

the plastic pollution crisis.  

 

States and territories 
Minderoo commends actions being taken by individual state and territory governments to address 

plastic pollution and to engage with communities at their respective state and territory level. For 

example, the recent engagement by the Western Australia Government in online workshops and a 

public consultation in respect to the proposed single-use plastic bans under Stage 2 of the Western 

Australia Plan for Plastics.xiv 

 

Regarding the Australian Government’s effective engagement with state and territory governments, 

we support the collaboration and development of the National Waste Policy Action Plan 2019 and 

the NPP. However, we caution the disparities of the set targets in the implementation at state and 

territory level. Strengthening the domestic leadership by the Australian Government can ensure a 

unified framework across Australia in addressing plastic pollution and enable the effective 

implementation of these measures. A nationally consistent framework will also provide clarity over 

the current disparities across the state and territory led approaches. For implementation to be truly 

effective, the framework will require state and territory governments to work with communities to 

develop the solutions required to achieve the targets set under a unified framework.  

 
Industry and non-government organisations 
Minderoo welcomes this Inquiry as a point of engagement for industry and non-government 

organisations (NGOs) with the Australian Government. Following this part of the Inquiry, we believe 
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open hearings which include the opportunity for oral testimonies will enable further genuine 

engagement by industry and NGOs on this issue. 

 
Outside of the Inquiry, Minderoo recommends the Australian Government continue to engage with 

Industry and NGOs with co-designing and collaboration of policies addressing plastic pollution, 

particularly for waterways and oceans. Co-design and collaboration can empower lived 

experiences and ensure that policies are meeting specific community needs across Australia.  

 
First Nations voices 
Minderoo strongly supports engagement at Federal, state and territory level of the Australian 

Government specifically with First Nations led NGOs and First Nations experts in the field of plastic 

pollution. Further, we emphasise the importance of engagement by the Australian Government with 

First Nations people living in remote and regional communities in Australia. Targeted solutions that 

are co-designed and co-led by communities are critically important in addressing plastic pollution. 

 

4. The effectiveness of community campaigns to reduce plastic pollution particularly in oceans 

and waterways and encourage the use of alternative materials 

Following on from point 3 above in respect to co-design and collaboration, effective community 

campaigns require direct input, engagement and shared decision making with the Australian 

Government by community members. This will ensure that the campaigns are designed to meet the 

needs of each community and will directly impact on their success. Minderoo strongly supports 

community campaigns designed and led by First Nations people for First Nations people, this 

includes engagement with remote and regional communities.  

 

5. Global initiatives underway to reduce plastic pollution particularly in oceans and waterways 

Addressing plastic pollution in the environment requires actions to be taken across the life cycle of 

plastics. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Global Plastics 

Outlook --- Economic Drivers Environmental Impacts and Policy Optionsxv (OECD Report) highlights 

five policy approaches that can be used to reduce plastic leakage. These are:xvi 

1. Restrain demand for plastics 

2. Designing for circularity of plastics 

3. Enhancing recycling practices 

4. Close leakage pathways 

5. Clean up plastics from the environment 

 

We emphasise the importance of governments addressing each of the five policy approaches and 

see an opportunity for the Australian Government to draw from each policy approach, to engage 

with countries who have implemented initiatives and to understand their strengths and learnings 

and to build upon the policies which would be suitable within the Australian context. Minderoo also 

recognises the important work at a global level by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the 

United Nations, investigating the use of microplastics in agriculturexvii and the World Health 

Organisation’s work on the impact of microplastics in food on human health.xviii 
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Minderoo seeks to highlight the following global initiatives underway that we believe Australia can 

draw from to reduce plastic pollution: 

 Bans on single-use items: we recognise the work of the European Union to extend their 

single-use plastic bans to include a range of plastic products that are not considered under 

the NPP including ‘fishing gear containing plastics’.xix In addition to this, the EU directive 

places: 

o marketing requirements on certain sanitary products, wet wipes and tobacco 

products with plastic filters;xx 

o responsibility on member states to take steps to raise consumer awareness about 

certain single-use plastic products including balloons, tobacco, wet wipes and 

sanitary products;xxi and 

o requirements of member states to establish extended producer responsibility 

schemes on certain plastic items.xxii 

 Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) Schemes: derived from European legislation,xxiii 

the EPR scheme in the Netherlands works on the ‘polluter pays’ principles and places 

responsibility of collecting and recycling certain packaging, with a focus on plastics, on the 

producers and importers who release this packaging onto the Dutch market.xxiv  In 2020, 

80% of packaging released onto the Dutch market was recycled.xxv 

 

Minderoo sees an opportunity for the Australian Government to introduce an EPR scheme 

that has a focus on packaging, particularly plastics, to increase recycling rates which will aid 

in preventing plastic pollution. Minderoo also sees an opportunity to utilise EPR schemes 

further and to consider an industry led contribution on polymer producers.xxvi 

 
Greater Transparency 
Historically policies made by government and regulators that target plastics have mainly focused on 

finished plastic products, with little attention directed at producers of ‘polymers’, the building blocks 

for plastics.xxvii Without transparency across the complete plastics life cycle, governments and 

regulators lack critical information to design effective policies addressing plastic pollution in all its 

forms.xxviii   

 

Minderoo Foundation points in particular to the need for reporting standards that:  

 measure total plastic and polymer production, broken down by polymer type and 

application;  

 enable visibility on plastic material composition, including additives and other chemicals 

used to make plastics; and  

 include metrics measuring recycled and/or re-used materials, including their composition 

(polymers, additives and other chemicals used to make plastic). 

 

Global Plastics Treaty 
The negotiations towards an international legally binding instrument to end plastic pollution, 

including in the marine environment, provide an opportunity to harmonise international, regional and 

domestic initiatives across the life cycle of plastics. We strongly support the Australian 

Government's stated high ambition for these negotiations, and the Government's active 
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participation in the High Ambition Coalition to End Plastic Pollution. Strengthening Australia’s 

domestic leadership on plastic pollution will contribute to Australia’s strong positioning to lead 

internationally in this space. 

 

6. Other relevant matter 

6.1 Human Health  

Minderoo emphasises the importance of considering the human health links, both direct and 

indirect, to plastic pollution. Plastics can break up into microplastics which have been found in 

human stools.xxix Microplastics can break up even further into tiny nano-plastics. In collaboration 

with the University of Queensland, Minderoo Foundation has created the first contamination-

controlled laboratory to develop reliable measuring techniques to determine whether these 

nanoparticles are able to cross into organs and cells and whether they can breach the blood 

brain barrier.xxx Plastics, including single-use plastics, also contain chemical additives that can 

leach out and there is an increasing amount of evidence linking exposure to these plastic 

chemicals and human health impacts. xxxi xxxii xxxiii xxxiv xxxv 

 

In a recent study conducted by Minderoo in partnership with UNEP's Principles of Sustainable 

Insurance, law firm Clyde & Co., and risk analytics experts Praedicat, (‘The Price of Plastic 

Pollution Report’) we estimated that the cost to society from plastic pollution exceeds US$100 

billion per year, driven mostly by harms to human health.xxxvi We call for health and safety to be a 

priority focus under Australia’s framework to address plastic pollution. 

 

6.2 First Nations Voices 

Minderoo highlights that the environmental and human health impacts of plastic pollution may 

disproportionately affect First Nations people particularly in regional and remote communities 

across Australia. We emphasise the importance of the Australian Government actively listening 

to First Nations voices and engaging with Indigenous-led solutions in addressing the impacts of 

plastic pollution. This includes empowering First Nations businesses to drive innovation in 

emerging industries and allowing for localised opportunities. We strongly advocate that First 

Nations voices are crucial to reversing the problem of plastic pollution.xxxvii  
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