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(partner) 

 Andrés del Castillo, Centre for 
International Environmental Law 

 Ame Trandem, Program Manager 
Europe & USA, Plastic Solutions Fund 

 Gaëlle Haut, EU Affairs Project 
Manager, Surfrider Europe 

 Ronald Steenblik, Senior Fellow, IISD; 
former Special Counsellor for Fossil 
Fuel Subsidy Reform, OECD 

 Isabel Jarret, Manager, Ending Harmful 
Fisheries Subsidies, The Pew Charitable 
Trusts 

 Liz Karan, Project Director, Protecting 
Ocean Life on the High Sea Campaign, 
The Pew Charitable Trusts 

 Antoinette Vermilye, Gallifrey 
Foundation 

 Valeria Botta, Programme Manager at 
Environmental Coalition on Standards 
(Ecostandard) 

 Isabel Leal, The Varda Group  

 Paula Castillo, The Varda Group 
trainee 

 
With support from: 

 
 
 



Treating micro-plastics like we treat radioactive wastes 
Webinar 17 May 2022 
Contact: remi@vardagroup.org cc: 
bluefoodforaction@gmail.com  

 

 

 

 2 

Introduction 
 
This was the fourth webinar following the launch at the Monaco Ocean Week (23rd 
March 2022) of the paper From Blue Food for Thought to Blue Food for Action, 
focussed on the proliferation of plastic waste and in particular microplastics particles, 
and the fourth proposal described in the paper under the title: Treat Microplastics 
Particles like Radioactive Substances. 
 
The first webinar (5 April 2022) covered Making Ocean Protection the Norm rather 
than the Exception, the second webinar (19 April 2022) covered Numerical 
Management of populations of large fish, and the third webinar (10 May 2022) 
covered fisheries subsidies under the heading WTO SEA and SEA SALT. The reports 
from all thematic webinars can be found on this Google Drive. There will be one last 
webinar on 31 May on the remaining proposal, namely: 
 

 Establishing Regional Ocean Management Organisations (31 May 2022). 

 
Once this cycle is completed, the Lisbon Addendum to the original paper will be 
prepared, for presentation at the UN Ocean Conference in Lisbon at the end of June 
2022. A room has been booked provisionally for a presentation at the UN Ocean 
Conference, on 28 June from 16h00 to 17h30 at the PT Meeting Center, just across the 
street from the main “blue zone” UN Conference venue (final details on date and 
venue to be confirmed). 
 
These webinars are conducted under the Chatham House Rule whereby individual 
statements are not attributed unless someone wishes to be on record. 
 

After an introduction by Rémi Parmentier (The Varda Group, lead author of the paper) 
and opening remarks by Dona Bertarelli and Romain Troublé (Tara Ocean Foundation), 
each participant was asked to address some of the following questions during a tour de 
table and ensuing dialogue: 
 

1. Do you agree that binding obligations should be the primary outcome 
sought in the plastic negotiations launched by UNEP? 

2. Should the focus be on the elimination of inputs into the environment at 
the source, or on the elimination of pollution? [the problem with the 
word “pollution” is that it conveys value judgements, unlike the word 
“input” which is factual as long as there is transparency] 

3. Should we talk of plastics non-proliferation? 
4. In communications and outreach terms, do you see value in pursuing the 

radwaste/microplastics analogy, in the context of the plastic convention 
negotiations and/or elsewhere?  

mailto:bluefoodforaction@gmail.com
https://www.monacooceanweek.org/wp-content/uploads/booklet_Blue_food_spreads_v12.pdf
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1dsGO9g8nzp5EAdeiSRf0MnZNKf47hXpD?usp=sharing
https://lisbonvenues.pt/pt-meeting-center/
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5. Are there other analogies you would like to explore or are already using? 
[for example, other damned substances that are toxic, persistent, and 
liable to bioaccumulate, like heavy metals, pesticides, phenols, etc.] 

6. Any other bold out-of-the-box relevant ideas to secure a strong and 
effective legal regime to prevent the proliferation of microplastics in the 
ocean? 

 
 
In his introduction, Rémi Parmentier said that together with climate change, plastic 
pollution was probably the issue that received the most public attention in the last 
decade and the largest share of funding. However he said that, quite honestly, he 
thought it was hard to see progress. He asked why that was, in the opinion of 
participants? Did it have to do with inadequate levels of ambition? Or was it inherent 
to the strategies adopted, including the balance between voluntary and binding 
measures, and also maybe the interaction with the private sector? He said that as 
noted on the paper, in the text of the “end plastic pollution” resolution adopted on 2nd 
March 2022 by the UN Environment Assembly1 to launch the negotiations on a 
convention to address plastic pollution, the words “binding” and “voluntary” are used 
four times each. He explained that he drew an analogy between microplastics and 
radioactive wastes because they are both out-of-sight particles which accumulate 
through the food chain into animal and human bodies, including in vital organs. He 
said that nowadays, suggesting a voluntary approach to the management of 
radioactive wastes would be inconceivable, and thus asked whether we should 
tolerate it for microplastics.  
 
He said that when he started the campaign against radioactive waste dumping with 
Greenpeace in the 1970s, “dilute and disperse” was the paradigm; but when he 
concluded it in the early 1990s the paradigm had shifted to the permanent isolation of 
radioactive wastes from the biosphere. Ocean dumping had moved from being seen as 
the solution to being a key problem and preventing ocean dumping became a 
universal binding obligation for all the parties to the London Convention and the UN 
Convention on the Law of the Sea. He said that some people believe radioactive 
wastes and plastic wastes are not comparable because the volumes of plastic wastes 
are considerably larger. In response, he said this was the whole point: when the 
radioactive waste campaign started in the 1970s and 1980s the volumes of wastes 
being dumped at sea were expanding very fast proportionately with the development 
of the nuclear industry. The campaign also expanded into other sources of toxic wastes 
which were also routinely dumped at sea by specially designed vessels, and this 
practice too was banned worldwide.   

                                                 
1 https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/press-release/historic-day-campaign-beat-plastic-pollution-
nations-commit-develop 
 

mailto:bluefoodforaction@gmail.com
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He reminded that this process was made possible thanks to the support of Dona 
Bertarelli Philanthropy, the Tara Ocean Foundation and MEDPAN – the network of 
Mediterranean MPAs.  
 
Partners’ Opening Remarks  
 
Dona Bertarelli (DB Ledunfly Philanthropy): 

 

Dona Bertarelli described plastic as “a plague that needs to be treated as such.” She 
said that “we find plastic in our blood and cells, we find toxic chemicals in the waters 
too, as plastics exceed the limits of polluting particles”.  Acknowledging that the 
problem is complex because plastic is cheap, unbreakable and light, she asked “should 
we be recycling this product or should we eliminate it?” given the toxicity levels. “We 
may have the option to buy products without plastic, and this is why the proposed 
treaty on plastics needs to be binding and not voluntary.” She described as “almost a 
crime” the fact that some corporations change manufacturing processes of certain 
countries lacking effective environmental regulations and capacity, substituting the 
original glass bottles for plastic items. She said that should not be allowed, which was 
why she believed that “plastics should be treated as a contaminant of our food, air and 
water, and why we need more research, more regulations and more corporate 
responsibility.”  
 
Romain Troublé (Tara Ocean Foundation): 
 
Romain agreed with Dona’s description of a “plastic plague” which, he said, is set 
increase by three-fold by 2030 at current plastic production rates, which is “a 
disaster”. Reviewing the set of questions raised for this webinar, he thought the 
parallel between microplastics and radioactive waste was appropriate; he said that he 
approved the wording of the narrative proposed, including talking of “plastic non-
proliferation” with a focus on inputs to “close the tap on pollution at the source”. 
Emphasizing the need for binding agreements, he thought this approach whereby in 
certain European countries polluters are taxed should be implemented worldwide, but 
he was concerned that “the text from Nairobi did not mention the Polluter-Pays-
Principle.” Romain described recycling as “a myth” because of the additives used in the 
manufacture of plastic “which makes recycling business nearly impossible.” 
 
Tour de Table  

 
One participant involved in international policy-making said that he agreed there was 
“different ways to define pollution.” He drew attention to a recent published by the 
OECD Plastics Outlook report which provides the following definition of plastic 
pollution:  “Broadly, all emissions and risks resulting from plastics production, use, 
waste management and leakage.” Commenting on the Polluter-Pays-Principle, he 
recalled the Rio Declaration of 1992, but anticipated “a big fight” to determine who is 
going to pay for past and future damages. He recognized that he did not have “a 

mailto:bluefoodforaction@gmail.com
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/environment/global-plastics-outlook_de747aef-en
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Straight forward answer” on the question of microplastics waste being treated as 
radioactive waste. He thought it made sense “from a campaigning perspective”, which 
he was willing to look into and analyze to be able to provide a more specific answer. 
He said that “talks about microplastics need to be open; they need to include both 
primary and secondary microplastics and also nanoplastics which were also considered 
for inclusion into the negotiations of the future treaty.” Talking of specific risks from 
primary microplastics, he described the transport of pellets as “the new kind of oil 
spill”, and said that the International Maritime Organization (IMO) is now considering 
qualifying microplastics pellets as a hazardous element under one specific IMO 
instrument, pursuant to the X-Press Pearl accident in Sri Lanka. Academic work is also 
underway about considering the Oil Spill Liability Trust Fund (OSLTF) as a model or as a 
candidate for expanding its scope to plastics. The use of microplastics as a carrier, for 
example by the fracking industry to detect oil and gas was another concern, as well as 
their extensive use and substantial leakage by the offshore oil and gas industry – an 
issue only partially addressed by the OSPAR Commission at present. 
 
A plastics pollution prevention advocate welcomed the opportunity to think out of 
the box. She said that whilst the problem starts in the plastic production phase, it 
continues throughout the entire life cycle of the products. “The full diversity of 
polymers that are used to produce plastics are toxic, and every day they degrade into 
fibres, particles, nanoplastics, and microplastics, which are not only in the ocean but 
everywhere, including our bodies.” She recommended to shift the conversation “to 
adjust the problem more upstream and up the source.” She warned that “single-use 
plastics and disposable packaging as huge problems which are exponentially growing” 
and which need to be adequately tackled because otherwise “measures to control are 
likely to fail.” She proposed a combination of approaches to lead to transformational 
change: 1)  a binding global plastic treaty that addresses the full life cycle of plastics, 
including action that stops saturating our markets with cheap virgin plastic, e.g. with a 
moratorium on all new and expanding plastic production facilities globally; 2) a ban on 
single-use plastics and scaling up to a re-use economy; and 3) Ending the global waste 
trade from the Global North to the Global South in order to force governments and 
companies to address the issue and find solutions to the plastic and microplastics 
crisis. 
 
An ocean advocate found that the parallelism with nuclear wastes was very 
interesting.  She noted synergies with her own work, especially seeking to give visibility 
to out-of-sight microplastics pollution and combating the “hypocrisy of the industry” 
which seeks to shift responsibility as if it was just a problem of consumers’ incivility 
and municipal waste management. She pointed out to the failure of many voluntary 
initiatives and strategies and underscored the need for policy-makers to endorse 
legally binding regulations. She said also that like radioactive wastes, the proliferation 
of plastic wastes is also a public health issue, including evidence of mother-to-child 
transfer via the placenta.  
 

mailto:bluefoodforaction@gmail.com
https://www.unep.org/fr/node/29758
https://www.uscg.mil/Portals/0/NPFC/docs/PDFs/OSLTF_Funding_for_Oil_Spills.pdf
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An environmental economist said that he shared the scepticism of Dona Bertarelli and 
Romain Troublé with regard to the value of recycling, especially as the chemicals 
substances in plastics still enter into our food and bodies. “A solution needs to be 
found to move plastics out of the food system.” He said that for more than twenty 
years the world had been trying to liberalize trade in environmental goods and 
services, including services related to the provision of potable water, but it is 
something that is very sensitive to certain countries. “Treatment can involve taking 
water from streams or lakes but can also involve desalination. Providing more potable 
water through taps could help reduce the use of plastic bottles, which many people 
currently rely on for clean water.” Speaking of the practice of paying fishers to pick up 
floating plastic wastes, he said that – although he had no objection in principle even 
though the best solution is to address upstream plastic pollution prevention – this 
practice bears watching carefully “because one could imagine that that payments for 
picking up plastic could be used to circumvent restrictions to fisheries subsidies.” To 
conclude he expressed concern that “the more industry keeps saying that the world 
cannot live without plastic, the more difficult it makes it for policymakers to phase 
down fossil fuels permanently.”  
 
A veteran plastic waste campaigner who has been involved for several years in 

supporting work on marine plastics by the IUCN, pointed to a baseline report that first 

demonstrated the presence of plastics in the Mariana Trench and plastic ingestion by 

marine turtles. She mentioned a further report showcased the high proportion of 

microplastics in the ocean and led to the investigation of the insidious ways plastics 

enter the ocean via air and ground – particularly from car tyres which are set to increase 

by 30% with heavier electric vehicles. She said that actions on microplastics will be best 

addressed upstream at the extraction and production stages and required drastic 

production reduction. This research led to a series of online educational modules on 

plastics and microplastics not only as an environmental issue, but also a human and 

planetary health and social justice issue. In her view this is reflected in the plastic waste 

shipping trade which infers social injustice on the receiving countries; and on the human 

health impacts via the endocrine disrupting chemicals inherent in most plastics.  

 

She said she liked the analogy with radioactive wastes, but also thought that 

emphasizing plastic as a cancer-inducing material was also important given the 

chemicals it contains. She proposed to incorporate plastic production reduction into 

Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) or to apply a heavy carbon tax in the light 

of the fossil fuels connection. She said that in her view voluntary commitments are 

ineffective, so binding legislation was necessary. Using the example of Coca-Cola 

organizing beach clean ups, she also warned again the use and abuse of voluntary 

commitments for greenwashing. 

 

This was followed by the representative of a large NGO working on different strands 
of ocean governance and conservation, who said that although microplastics were an 

mailto:bluefoodforaction@gmail.com
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important element of the plastic problem, it was part of a larger picture requiring 
different solutions and mechanisms for addressing them accordingly. She emphasized 
the “climate change/fossil fuel connection, particularly thinking if there is a way of 
tackling the reduction of plastics as a way of reducing the carbon/plastic footprint”, 
(e.g., reducing carbon emissions; while reducing the dependence on fossil fuels and on 
plastic use). She also proposed to start moving the conversation around that, “also 
focussing on the upstream side of the plastic problem, encouraging alternatives and 
technologies, as well as improvements on the recycling process to avoid the by-
products.” She said that “the framing of the nuclear waste analogy” was “interesting”, 
and suggested to look also at “similarities with the persistent organic pollutants (POPs) 
debate too.” 
 
An expert in microplastics from all different sources pointed to the issue of quantities 
when it comes to microplastics, “where we need to understand for what applications 
we need plastics and for which ones there is no need, and what are the alternatives, 
with hopefully less or no toxic effects.” She said that regardless of the volume, 
microplastics can be extremely toxic and a vehicle of viruses. “There is an increasing 
focus on the health aspect, which needs to be tackled as well as the environmental 
aspect.” In this regard, she believed that “the radioactive point in the paper” was 
relevant, “because it is clear that the toxicity, and the health and environmental 
aspects (and the fact that at the beginning nobody was taking care of them) are 
related.” She said that it was important to promote “preventive solutions, standards 
and accountability measures on microplastics releases” and that nanoplastics should 
also be part of this discussion. 
 
Discussion 
 
One participant said he was “very happy about this conversation.” With regard to the 
treaty negotiations launched by the UN Environment Assembly in March 2022, he said 
there was “a very tight schedule of 2.5 years only”, and “persuading decision-makers 
takes time too.” He reiterated that he saw value in the From Blue Food for Thought to 
Blue Food for Action report, and remarked that “it is important to consider where the 
full life cycle of plastic starts, affirming that it is in the exploration and extraction 
phases. “It is thus important to make the link with greenhouse gas emissions too, 
because the plastics crisis is very connected with the climate crisis.” 
 
In support of the previous speaker, another participants emphasized “the 

environmental, health and social justice dimensions of the plastics crisis.”  

Another ocean advocate suggested that the “plastic footprint” could be useful as part 

of the narrative, because “it is easy for a mainstream audience to understand”. He 

mentioned last year’s Reuters “Recycling Myth” investigation, and proposed that a 

“plastic transition” plan or plans be identified. 

mailto:bluefoodforaction@gmail.com
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In support of that statement someone mentioned the relevance of the recent 
Economist Impact team report “The Invisible Wave: Getting to Zero Chemical Pollution 
in the Ocean.” And someone else added that to reduce plastic use, implementing the 
Polluter-Pays-Principle, taxes on plastic production, and a moratorium on new plastic 
products and factories were key propositions. Noting that it took many years to make 
disclaimers mandatory on tobacco packaging, she said that “maybe we need to do the 
same with plastic bottles and wrapping.” 
 
 
 

mailto:bluefoodforaction@gmail.com
https://backtoblueinitiative.com/the-invisible-wave-getting-to-zero-chemical-pollution/
https://backtoblueinitiative.com/the-invisible-wave-getting-to-zero-chemical-pollution/

