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Abstract 

Single use plastics (SUPs) are everywhere but because we throw so 

much away and a lot of SUPs are not properly recycled or disposed of, 

they end up as debris on our coastlines and in our seas causing 

significant damage to the environment. This L&RS Note identifies the 

problems with SUPs and the key European and Irish policies which 

aim to reduce plastic waste and tackle marine litter. The Note also 

highlights the surge in the use of certain SUPs during the Covid-19 

pandemic and considers some ways to help reduce our reliance on 

SUPs into the future while ensuring the protection of public health 

during the pandemic.  
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Introduction  

Plastic is part of all our lives but because we throw so much away, plastic pollution is everywhere, 

damaging our environment. European strategies and legislation aim to reduce plastic waste and 

tackle marine litter. Achieving these aims will make our seas and beaches healthier and benefit 

society and the economy. However, reducing our dependence on plastics is challenging and may 

require Government support to improve recycling infrastructure and change consumer behaviour. 

This is especially true during the Covid-19 pandemic which has led to a rise in demand for certain 

single use plastics such as disposable face masks and gloves and food packaging.  

The problem with plastics  

Plastics are generally derived from oil - a finite resource. 

They can be made to have a variety of characteristics 

including strength, heat resistance, hardness and 

density. Plastic is ideal for many products from 

packaging to toys, car parts and electronics. Over 8.3 

billion tonnes of plastic has been made since mass 

production began in the 1950s. Annual production has grown rapidly ever since, reaching 359 

million tonnes globally in 2018. The problem is that, around the world, 5 to 13 million tonnes of 

plastic waste ends up in the sea each year and as plastic is very slow to decompose, it builds 

up in the marine environment. A global problem, marine litter is dominated by single use plastics or 

SUPs (typically intended to be used just once or for a short period of time before being thrown 

away). It poses severe risks to our ocean ecosystems and harms birds and sea life. Plastics break 

down into tiny particles and enter the food chain, potentially affecting human health. Marine litter is 

hazardous and damages tourism, fisheries and shipping. 

Covid-19 concerns 

The Covid-19 pandemic has led to a surge in some SUPs, from personal protective equipment 

(PPE) in healthcare settings to increased packaging of food and other consumer goods, to plastic 

bottles of hand sanitizers and other cleaning products. With oil prices dropping, these plastics are 

now even cheaper to make. Citing Covid-19 public health concerns, some American States 

temporarily suspended plastic bag bans and the UK has postponed a ban on straws, stirrers and 

cotton buds. Waste management systems continue to operate properly in Ireland during Covd-19, 

and it is important that responsible collection and recycling or disposal of these SUPs continues.  

 

 

 

 

Without significant action, the 

oceans are expected to contain 

more plastic than fish, by 

weight, by 2050.  
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EU policy response  

Closing the loop – an EU action plan for the circular economy (2015) - provides for a shift away 

from the old linear economy of “take, make and dispose” towards a more circular economy where 

waste is reduced to a minimum and greater emphasis is placed on recycling, re-using and 

repairing existing products. This policy document identifies plastic as a priority challenge to be 

addressed. 

European Strategy for Plastics in a Circular Economy (2018) – aims to turn the challenges linked 

to plastics into opportunities. It is built around four key measures: 

1. Improving the economics and quality of plastics recycling; 

2. Curbing plastic waste and littering;  

3. Driving innovation and investment towards circular solutions; and 

4. Harnessing global action. 

EU Single Use Plastic (SUP) Directive (2019) - aims to protect the environment and human health 

from the impact of SUPs by reducing the amount of plastic waste and tackling marine litter. Of the 

80-85% of marine litter that is plastic (based on counts of marine litter items on European 

beaches), 50% is from SUPs and 27% is fishing-related.  

 

 

 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52015DC0614
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1516265440535&uri=COM:2018:28:FIN
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/PE-11-2019-REV-1/en/pdf
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The SUP Directive applies to fishing gear containing plastic and to the following SUPs: 

  

• food containers 

• sticks for balloons  

• balloons 

• plates 

• cutlery 

• cotton bud sticks 

• sanitary pads 

• plastic bags 

• plastic beverage 
containers up to 3 
litres capacity 
(hereafter plastic 
bottles) including 
their caps and lids 

• flexible packets and 
wrappers  

• filters on or for 
tobacco products 

• polystyrene cups 
and food and drinks 
containers including 
their lids and covers 

• drink stirrers 

• tampon applicators 

• straws 

• tampons 

• wet wipes 

• beverage cups and 
their covers and lids 

 

Member States must transpose the SUP Directive by 3 July 2021. The SUP Directive includes the 

following measures: 

• Ban on SUP plates, cutlery, straws, balloon sticks and cotton buds and marking 

requirements on sanitary pads, tampons, tampon applicators, wet wipes, filters on or for 

tobacco products and cups for beverages from 3 July 2021; 

• Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) schemes for cups and their covers and lids, food 

containers, plastic bottles, plastic bags, packets and wrappers, wet wipes, balloons and 

filters on or for tobacco products – from 31 December 2024 (EPR schemes make the 

producers of the product responsible for awareness raising, cleaning up litter from that 

product and subsequent transport and treatment of that litter); 

• EPRs for filters on or for tobacco products and for EPRs established before 4 July 2018 – 

from 5 January 2023; 

• Plastic bottles must have tethered lids and caps from 3 July 2024; 

• Plastic bottles must be made of at least 25% recycled plastic by 2025 and at least 30% 

recycled plastic by 2030; and  

• Separate collection - plastic bottles must be collected separately for recycling with 

recycling targets set at 77% by 2025 and 90% by 2029.  

Irish policy response 

Since 31st March 2019, SUP cups, cutlery and straws have been banned in Government 

Departments and public bodies under the Green Government Initiative. As well as this, actions on 

SUPs and environmental levies and a commitment to introduce a new waste action strategy in 

2020 are included in the Climate Action Plan 2019. The Microbeads (Prohibition) Act 2019 entered 

into force in February 2020. The Act bans certain products containing plastic microbeads and aims 

to tackle marine litter. 

In late 2019, the Government also launched public consultations on proposals on: 

• Environmental levies – includes introducing a coffee cup levy (2020-2021), developing 

proposals for a food container levy (2022-2023) and, later, to introduce a food packaging 

levy in shops; 

• Waste Action Plan for a Circular Economy – includes bans on certain SUPs and the role 

levies play in changing consumer behaviour; and  

• Transposition of the Circular Economy Waste Package – including the EU SUP Directive.  

https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/environment/topics/sustainable-development/green-government/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/climate-action/publications/Pages/Climate-Action-Plan.aspx
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2019/act/52/enacted/en/html
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/environment/consultations/Documents/25/consultations/Review%20of%20the%20Environment%20Fund.pdf
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/environment/consultations/Pages/Public-Consultation-Waste-Action-Plan-for-a-Circular-Economy.aspx
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/environment/consultations/Documents/27/consultations/Transposing_the_Circular_Economy_Waste_Package.pdf
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Implications 

Decreasing our plastic production means fewer greenhouse gas emissions. It also reduces marine 

litter which helps protect coastlines and ocean ecosystems. Take-away food and coffee shops will 

be affected by bans and levies on SUPs. Any increase in costs may be passed on to the 

consumer. SUP levies should encourage positive behavioural change by consumers while at the 

same time having the added benefit of raising revenue for the Environment Fund (which is 

financed by existing plastic bag and landfill levies and used for environmental protection 

measures). This money could help support research and development and fund more effective 

waste collection systems (which could provide for collecting plastic bottles separately), creating 

opportunities and new green jobs in the process.  

Policy approaches moving forward 

The best solution is to reduce our dependence on SUPs, but in such a way that also protects 

public health during the Covid-19 pandemic. This could be combined with a better approach to 

reusing and recycling plastic where appropriate and support for the development of sustainable 

alternatives. It is important for Government to ensure timely implementation of the SUP Directive 

and make all our future climate, waste and circular economy policies as ambitious and sustainable 

as possible. The types of plastic which can be recycled by Irish homes and businesses could also 

be expanded.  

One of the key challenges to Government will be to 

change human behaviour. By educating consumers to 

avoid overconsumption, avoid overpackaged goods and 

by encouraging the use of reusable food and drink 

containers over SUPs the Government will help to reduce 

plastic waste. Examples of ways to achieve this could 

include the introduction of a Deposit Return Scheme for plastic bottles.  

“The biggest problem with 

plastics is not technology it’s 

human behaviour” (Kevin 

O’Connor, UCD).  
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