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25 September 2018 

 

Board Report Number: SEPA 37/18 
 

Marine Plastic Pollution 
 

 
Summary: 
 
 

To discuss with the Board SEPA’s role and ambition in supporting 
action on Marine Plastic Pollution 
 

Risks: Marine plastic is a fast moving and high profile subject at present. 
 
SEPA needs to be clear what role we are able to undertake in this 
issue and also ensure we are consistent across our remit and with 
wider Scottish Government policy. 
 

Resource and 
Staffing 
Implications: 

Decisions SEPA makes around our role in managing plastics within 
our society could have resource implications. 
 

Equalities: 
 

There should be no equalities implications of this paper.  
 

Environmental and 
Carbon Impact: 
 

This paper should have no impact on our direct environmental impact, 
however the decision SEPA makes around this issue could 
significantly impact on Scotland’s environmental footprint. 
 

Purpose and 
audience of the 
report: 
 

For discussion  
 
Public  

Report Author: 
 

Rebecca Walker, Head of Materials 
Peter Singleton, Research, Innovation and Evidence Manager 
John Kenny, Chief Officer Circular Economy 
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Marine Plastic Pollution 

 
 
1. Introduction 
 
1.1 This paper seeks to discuss with the Board SEPA’s role and ambition in supporting 

action on Marine Plastic Pollution and reducing the environmental impact of plastics 
more generally.    
 

1.2 Plastic plays an important role in our daily lives and over the last 60-70 years has 
transformed the clothing, transport, food and consumer goods industries. However, 
nearly all the plastic ever created still exists in some form today and there is now clear 
evidence that overuse and general mismanagement throughout the chain of design, 
manufacture, use and disposal is causing irreparable damage to our marine 
ecosystems.  It is also based on an unsustainable use of resources.  

 
2. Background 
 
2.1 Over 12 million tonnes of plastic ends up in our marine environment every year 

leading to widespread pollution. At the same time, valuable material that could be 
brought back into the economy is being lost and the benefits of a more resource-
efficient and circular approach are not realised. We need an economy where plastic 
materials or products never become waste or enter the ocean. We need a system that 
radically challenges when and how we use plastic and where we do, ensures it is 
reused and recycled at the end of life.  

 
2.2 The majority of plastic pollution (80%) come from land based sources e.g. plastic 

manufacturers, processors, waste management, sewage overflows, litter. Plastics are 
generally either micro (e.g. pellets or granules) or macro (visible debris).   

 
 Significant public interest, generated by the BBC’s Blue Planet 2 series, has spurred 

action by governments, businesses and civil society.  
 

 In Scotland, a ban on plastic microbeads is in force and a Scottish Government 
consultation on banning plastic-stemmed cotton buds has just closed.  

 The European Commission published a proposal for a directive on “the reduction 
of the impact of certain plastic products on the environment”.  

 The UK government has recently run a consultation calling for evidence on the 
how changes to the tax system or charges could be used to tackle single-use 
plastics. The treasury received 160,000 responses.  

 Many companies have announced plans to stop providing plastics straws or 
making changes to the packaging formats to use less plastics. There is also 
community action with ‘plastic-free’ groups and events becoming more prevalent 
across Scotland.  

 
 



  SEPA 37/18 

3 

 
Plastics in the Marine Environment, Eunomia 2016 

 
3. The Challenge 
 
3.1 The challenge for SEPA is to identify where we can make a substantive and telling 

difference in the issue of plastic pollution, either as a regulator and/or as an influential 
voice on the environment.  SEPA has established an internal Marine Plastic Group, a 
recent AMT discussion on this subject agreed that SEPA would: 

 

 urgently address our own use of single use plastics; 

 identify areas we can regulate more powerfully to create change; 

 work to identify partners to spark market innovation; 

 continue to discuss how SEPA regulates plastics and understand the existing 
evidence and gaps in evidence; and 

 consider how SEPA communicates on the issue of plastic pollution. 
 
3.2 SEPA’s regulatory role interacts across the “lifecycle” of plastic production and use, 

from regulating factories that manufacturer raw plastic “nurdles”, to sites that use 
plastic in manufacturing to the disposal of waste plastics.  However, there are equally 
many sites and uses of plastic that are out with SEPA’s interaction.    

 
Regulatory Work 

 

 Enforcing the ban on burning farm plastics in the open;  

 Regulating exports of waste to ensure countries with lower disposal standards 
are not burdened with our contaminated materials;  

 Working with Project Beacon to support new plastic reprocessing capacity;  

 Tackling free riders in the producer responsibility scheme to ensure packaging 
producers pay into the system; and 

 Tackling plastics through sector planning e.g. tyres – tyre dust is thought to be 
the largest source of micro plastic pollution. 

http://www.eunomia.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Eunomia-Marine-Litter-MED.jpg
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Technical Support & Influencing 
 

 SEPA is represented on the Scottish Government’s Expert Panel on 
Environmental Charges and Other Measures; 

 SEPA is represented on the Deposit Return Scheme Programme Board; and 

 SEPA is providing technical support to DEFRA’s review of the producer 
responsibility scheme for packaging.  

 
Partnership Work 
 

 SEPA has been involved with discussions between the Scottish Government, 
FIDRA (a Charity based in East Lothian) and other NGOs and the plastic 
industry to develop an industry standard for handling nurdles based on 
Operation Clean Sweep; and 

 Though our SGA with Entrepreneurial Scotland, the 2018 Saltire Fellows are 
focussing on marine plastic pollution as a core part of the curriculum.  

 
Research  

 

 SEPA is working with Marine Scotland to develop a Scottish Government funded 
research project to collate the Scottish Evidence base on microplastic in soil, 
freshwater and marine environments.  This will complement a water industry 
funded project looking at similar issues within their waste waters and sludges. 

 
4. Recommendations 
 
4.1 The Board is asked to note the work undertaken on plastics to date and provide views 

on SEPA’s ambition and focus in the future. 
 
 
 
Rebecca Walker, Head of Materials 
Peter Singleton, Research, Innovation and Evidence Manager 
John Kenny, Chief Officer Circular Economy 
 
11 September 2018 

https://www.fidra.org.uk/
http://www.bpf.co.uk/Sustainability/Operation_Clean_Sweep.aspx
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Useful information  
There is a significant amount of information available on the sources and causes to help provide 
context to the challenge and understanding design of solutions.  
 
Micro plastics: 
http://theconversation.com/ten-stealth-microplastics-to-avoid-if-you-want-to-save-the-oceans-
90063 
 
EU Plastics Strategy: 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/news/first-ever-europe-wide-strategy-plastics-2018-jan-16_en 
 
There have been innovation calls that provide further context in relation to products and materials: 
https://newplasticseconomy.org/assets/doc/EMF-Davos-news-release-1.pdf 
 
Example of pace of legislative developments around single use plastics: 
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-18-3927_en.htm 
 
Source, Fate and Effects of Micro plastics in the marine Environment: A Global assessment: 
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/marine/good-environmental-status/descriptor-
10/pdf/GESAMP_microplastics%20full%20study.pdf 
 
Plastics in the Marine Environment, Eunomia, 2016: 
http://www.eunomia.co.uk/reports-tools/plastics-in-the-marine-environment/ 
 
World Economic Forum: 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/03/8-steps-to-solve-the-oceans-plastic-problem/ 
 
Explaining the plastic pollution problem: 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-42264788 
 
 
 
 
 

http://theconversation.com/ten-stealth-microplastics-to-avoid-if-you-want-to-save-the-oceans-90063
http://theconversation.com/ten-stealth-microplastics-to-avoid-if-you-want-to-save-the-oceans-90063
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