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Conflict of Interestin
the Global Plastics Treaty

Plastic pollutes at every stage of its life cycle — contributing to climate change,
biodiversity loss, human health harms, and human rights violations. For the past three
years, governments have been negotiating a legally binding agreement on plastic
pollution to address this crisis (Global Plastics Treaty). The interests of the plastics
industry, driven by profit motives, directly conflict with public health, environmental
protection, and human rights, specifically opposing provisions to reduce the production
of plastics or regulate the toxic chemicals used in their manufacture. Allowing vested
interests to shape the treaty risks weakening its objective and provisions and prolonging
the plastics crisis.

How Industries Influence Negotiations

There are many documented ways' that industries try to influence policies and distort
science to stymie progress on policies that would protect the environment and human
health, in an effort to avoid regulation and maintain the status quo.

Tactics can include, but are not limited to:

e manufacturing doubt by funding and designing studies that are favorable to their
products or

e sowing disinformation in the public sphere by promoting misleading claims, and,
e securing privileged access to policymakers.

These tactics are on display at multilateral environmental negotiations that do not have
conflict of interest policies such as the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC), where thousands of fossil fuel lobbyists? attend each of the meetings of the
Conference of the Parties (COPs) to lobby governments, host greenwashing events, and
even use the meetings to make deals® on the sidelines. In recent years, public and private
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frustrations have boiled over, leading to questions about whether global climate
negotiations can be effective with so much industry influence.*

Other negotiations handle corporate influence differently. There is legal precedent in the
Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, which, recognizing the lobbying tactics of
the tobacco industry, requires Parties to “act to protect these policies from commercial
and other vested interests of the tobacco industry,”® along with guiding principles to
support the implementation of this obligation.®

Industry Interferencein
the Global Plastics Treaty Negotiations

The plastics and petrochemicals industry is positioning itself to weaken the plastics treaty,
utilizing the fossil fuel and tobacco” industries’ playbooks.? More than 220 plastics industry
lobbyists registered for the most recent session of the intergovernmental negotiating
committee that is advancing the negotiations (INC-5)° — a nearly 40 percent increase from
the previous negotiation, 1° outnumbering the delegates from the European Union, the
Pacific Islands, and all Latin American countries, as well as outnumbering the Scientists’
Coalition for an Effective Plastics Treaty more than two to one and the Indigenous Peoples
Caucus by almost nine to one.

Industry’s submissions to and interventions inside the negotiations! and their public
messaging campaigns on its margins' actively oppose meaningful obligations to reduce
plastic production and regulate toxic chemicals, arguing instead that the Plastics Treaty
should only focus on waste management. There have been reports of intimidation of
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independent scientists who have been calling for global regulations on plastic chemicals
during the process,' as well as reports of industry pressuring government delegations.*

Civil society and scientists have raised concerns to the Executive Secretary of the UN
Environment Programme (UNEP) and the INC Secretariat, asking for strong conflict of
interest policies to protect the negotiations from the vested interests of the plastic and
petrochemical industry.’® As early as INC-1, experts from the UN Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights called for conflict of interest protections.’ Members of
the US Congress and EU Parliament wrote a letter ahead of two of the rounds of
negotiations urging their governments to advocate for policies to be implemented to

increase transparency and protect from conflicts of interest.'”

To ensure that Parties can adopt a robust and effective treaty that addresses key issues like
production reduction and toxic chemicals, it is critical to protect the negotiations, as well
as thetreaty’simplementation, from vested interests that could undermine public health,
environmental goals, and human rights. Without protections, industry will continue to
undermine the treaty, and key provisions will not be effective.

Existing Legal Obligations

Member States that are party to the Aarhus Convention’® and Escazii Agreement®
already have a clear obligation to promote public participation in the negotiations.
Protecting negotiations from vested interests is a key component of guaranteeing
meaningful participation, as it helps to ensure that those most affected by the issue
have their voices heard. Forinstance, the Almaty Guidelines, which provide guidelines
on the implementation of the Aarhus Convention in international fora, specify that
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these processes should be designed to, among other things, “avoid the exercise of
undue economic or political influence.”?°

Recommendations forthe Global Plastics Treaty Negotiations

The Global Plastics Treaty negotiations, meetings of its future COPs, and treaty
implementation must be safeguarded from conflicts of interest. The best way to ensure
this is to strengthen conflict of interest protections within the treaty text itself. Specific
recommendations for the Chair’s Text* (the most recent working document) could be
strengthened by including;:

e Recognition of conflicts of interest in the preamble: There should be a recognition
in the preamble of the vested interests that could work to undermine the treaty’s
objective.

e Protectionsin thescience policy body: If there are any scientific or other subsidiary
bodies established, they should be free from conflicts of interest. A specific and
robust policy should be set up to ensure that members do not have conflicts of
interest. The Persistent Organic Pollutants Review Committee of the Stockholm
Convention can be used as a model.?

e Safeguards incorporated throughout the text: Wherever the private sector is
mentioned in the text, safeguards must be in place to ensure that the treaty’s
implementation is protected from undue economic influence and that
partnerships with the private sector do not undermine the treaty’s goals. Examples
of where this could be implemented include:

o Article9on existing plastic pollution,
o Article 11 on the financial mechanism, and
o Article 12 on capacity building, technology transfer, and cooperation.

Now is the crucial moment to embed conflict of interest safeguards directly in the treaty
text — not defer them to future COPs. Failure to act swiftly risks permanently embedding
industry influence in treaty implementation, severely limiting its ambition and risking
these safeguards ever being introduced. Without strong protections, the treaty risks
becoming ineffective and merely reinforcing the status quo, perpetuating plastics’ harms
for generations.
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