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Problems with Plastics
ÅBackground: the Plastics ñLife Cycleò

Å Plastics and Environmental Justice

Å Plastics and Climate

ÅWhat Can We Do?

Å The Plastics Industry and Covid-19



The Plastics 

Life Cycle



What are Plastics?

Å99% of plastics are derived from fracked gas or crude oil

ÅPlastics are cheap because they are subsidized by the 

fossil fuel industry

ÅPlastics are often combined with additives to make them 

more flexible, more durable, fireproof, or a certain color

Plastics = Fossil Fuels
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Plastics Pollute at Every Stage: 
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Plastics Pollute at Every Stage: 

Extraction
Å170+ toxic chemicals in fracking 

fluid, including benzene, toluene, 

ethylbenzene, and xylene

ÅThese chemicals cause cancer 

and liver, kidney, reproductive, 

and/or development toxicity

ÅFracked gas extraction is a 

significant source of methane 

emissions



Plastics Pollute at Every Stage: 
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Plastics Pollute at Every Stage: 

Refinement
ÅRefining fossil fuels into plastic 

resins releases hazardous air 

pollutants like 1,3-butadiene, 

benzene, styrene, and toluene

ÅLinked to cancers and 

neurological effects

ÅRefining process is energy-

intensive and produces

significant greenhouse 

gas emissions



Plastics Pollute at Every Stage: 

Consumption



Plastics Pollute at Every Stage: 

Consumption
ÅWe ingest micro- and nano-particles 

shed by plastic food packaging

ÅChemical additives in plastic 

packaging leach into food

Å175+ known endocrine disrupters, 

carcinogens, and other hazardous 

chemicals used in plastic food 

packaging



Plastics Pollute at Every Stage: 

Waste Management



Source: 2017 NAPCOR Report on Postconsumer PET Container Recycling Activity 

2,956,500 tons PET 

bottles in US in 2017

537,500 tons 

turned into flake

166,500 tons into 

new bottles

5.6% 

Plastics Pollute at Every Stage: 

Waste Management



Source: 2015 Rhode Island Waste Characterization Study

62,000+ tons/year in the 

Johnston landfill each year

8,000 tons/year 

processed for 

recycling

Plastics Pollute at Every Stage: 

Waste Management


