


 



 

Since the 1950s, when plastics became common materials in various products, their use has 

exploded. Initially, plastics were seen as modern, advanced and valuable materials, but over time 

they have increasingly come to symbolise the disposable products of throwaway society. In 2019, 460 

million tonnes of plastic were produced worldwide - equivalent to the mass of 45,000 Eiffel Towers or 

more than all the world's people - and production continues to increase. In Sweden, we consume just 

over 150 kg of plastic per person and year, almost three times the global average. Although packaging 

is the largest area of use, our everyday lives are now shaped by plastic in many more ways: the buses 

and cars we travel in, the clothes and shoes we wear, the phones we communicate with, and the 

floors and furniture in our homes are largely made of plastic. 

Some plastic products, such as water pipes and house insulation, are used for many years, but most 

plastic becomes waste after a short time. Food packaging is used for only a few days, and other 

products are used for a few months or a year. The same properties that make plastics such 

exceptional material - that they last incredibly long without breaking down - also make plastic waste a 

serious concern. In most parts of the world, plastic waste is still disposed in large landfills or rubbish 

dumps, if it is collected at all. Much waste is dumped and eventually ends up in forests, rivers and 

seas. Landfills are dangerous for both the people and the environment around them. Yet they are the 

home and workplace for many people whose best chance of daily income is to search for recyclable 

materials in the waste heaps. 

Despite many - but not all - plastics being recyclable, only a very small portion of all plastic is recycled 

after use. Globally, barely 10% of plastic waste is recycled. In Sweden and other Western European 

countries, recycling is slightly higher, at almost 15%. In Sweden today, most plastic waste is 

incinerated, which has a significant climate impact as plastics are made from fossil fuels. The reasons 

for the low recycling rate are many, not least that products are not designed to be recyclable and that 

new plastic is cheaper and easier to use than recycled plastic. Recycling is expensive because the 

plastic must be collected, sorted and handled in several stages before it can become new products. 

Wealthy countries in Europe and North America have long exported much of their plastic waste for 

recycling abroad. There has also been large-scale smuggling to countries where the waste has 

ultimately been dumped, with negative effects on people and the environment. Even in Sweden, 

illegal waste management is a problem, as shown by scandals involving dangerous rubbish dumps 

and waste fires in recent years. 

Plastic has unique properties that can truly be beneficial in many cases. However, for our production 

and consumption of plastic to become sustainable in the future, many things must change. The use of 

fossil fuels to produce plastic must decrease and be replaced with recycled and renewable materials. 

Production and consumption must decrease from the levels we are accustomed to today by 

consuming fewer products and using the products we have for longer. Certain types of plastics should 

be phased out along with the use of toxic and hazardous chemicals. Many types of products must 

begin to be designed and manufactured so that the materials can be efficiently recycled after use. 

This requires changes in habits of individual consumers, company routines, as well as national and 

international law. 





 





 



 

 


