Which companies are the worst plastic polluters?
by Anne MacLennan

Break Free from Plastic has just released their annual Brand Audit Report, Branded: holding corporations accountable for the plastic and climate crisis. 11,000 volunteers in 45 countries collected 330,000 bits of plastic for the audit, and then analysed them to identify the companies responsible. From over 7,000 brands, the worst polluters for this year were Coca Cola, Pepsi Cola, Unilever, Nestlé, Proctor and Gamble, Mondelēz International, Philip Morris International, Danone, Mars, and Colgate Palmolive.

As plastic is made from fossil fuels, “the world’s addiction to single use plastic is a serious contributor to the climate crisis”  Today’s convenience leads to tomorrow’s chaos. The report adds that “if the entire plastic lifecycle were a country, it would be the fifth largest emitter of greenhouse gases in the world”. Fossil fuel companies such as ExxonMobil, Shell, and Dow make the plastic resin and sell it to packaging manufacturers who then supply Coca Cola and other ‘Fast moving consumer goods’ companies. Indeed, fossil fuel companies are planning to ramp up plastic production to keep them going as their usual markets are whittled away by renewable energy and electric vehicles.
 
Coca Cola retains its outstanding lead as a polluter despite all of the PR show of responsibility. It is interesting to note that Unilever, rising to 3rd worst polluter, is one of the Principal Partners for COP26. Good for its public image one could imagine.
 
The authors quote the International Energy Agency’s estimate that individual actions alone would only achieve 4% of the emissions reductions needed to avert catastrophic climate change. It is therefore critical that systematic structural changes are made to tackle the interconnected crises of plastics and climate at source and this is the motivation behind BFFP’s annual audits – to identify the top polluters, hold them accountable and demand real solutions rather than greenwash. A systematic approach addresses the whole plastic life cycle, from extraction to end-of-use, and should consider circular systems and alternative materials.
 
The report highlights climate change effects throughout the plastic lifecycle, including issues of climate injustice. Extraction, plastic manufacture, and gross pollution are often found alongside low-income communities around the world, bringing adverse health and environmental impacts. Particular concern about the harms to young people is expressed throughout the document.
 
The conclusion lists recommendations – or demands – for corporations, national governments, and the international community. Voluntary commitments are not working and so legal and financial regulations are needed to enforce accountability.


