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The Plastics Plot

Introduction

The plastics crisis is often framed as a technical challenge — one of poor waste management,
lack of innovation, or irresponsible individual behavior. These perceptions are the result of
carefully crafted, sometimes decades-long messaging by the plastics industry. Beneath this
surface, there lies a systematic pattern of disinformation that shapes how pollution is defined,
understood, debated, and governed. These are not isolated instances of misleading claims. They
are coordinated and amplified narratives that delay policy action, distort public understand-
ing, redirect attention away from effective solutions, and ultimately prolong the human rights,!
environmental, and health harms posed by plastic pollution.

Disinformation is widespread in today’s society and is an increasing threat to sound policy-
making. The term disinformation implies the deliberate fabrication of information to deceive
people, as opposed to misinformation, which is false information generally spread without
malicious intent.? The United Nations (UN) Human Rights Council recognized that disinforma-
tionisa “profound impediment” to the enjoyment of human rights and that its impact “cannot
be underestimated.”?

Environmental disinformation has long been deployed across sectors. Industries, including
fossil fuels, tobacco, plastics, and chemicals, have repeatedly employed tactics to manufacture
doubt and spread disinformation in order to avoid regulation of their harmful products.* Iden-
tifying, understanding, and exposing these strategies and narratives is not just an academic
exercise; it is essential for distinguishing between evidence-based arguments and disinforma-
tion in order to inform more effective policymaking, accountability, and justice. (For more on
the rapidly evolving threat of disinformation, see Box 1).
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To analyze these dynamics, this brief draws on Dark PR: How Corporate Disinformation Under-
mines Our Health and the Environment by Grant Ennis. The book distills decades of corporate
disinformation tactics into nine recurring frames, exposing the strategic patterns used to
shape public perception and political debate around harmful products and practices.® These
intentional shifts in framing change the way we define and think about these problems as a so-
ciety and therefore undermine political will to adopt effective solutions. Ennis writes that “Un-
derstanding the cross-industry nature of corporate framing, rather than seeing each industry’s
discourse in isolation, is essential to fighting corporate influence.”® This brief examines some
of the ways these recurring narrative patterns are used by the plastics industry to influence
discourse around addressing the plastics crisis.

Analyzing industry messaging frameworks
is timely — the science repeatedly affirms the
health harms of plastics and there is global
momentum for policy solutions.” One of the
central questions at the heart of the Global cranT ENMIS
Plastics Treaty negotiations is whether plastic DARK
pollution can be addressed without reducing
plastic production. Pressure from the plas-
tics industry is high. The evidence is clear:
reducing production of plastics is essential
for addressing the plastics crisis,® along with
investing in true solutions such as non-plastic
reuse and refill systems.®

PR

Cover of Dark PR
© Grant Ennis

Plastics disinformation has been embedded in the industry’s public relations (PR) strategies for
decades. These frames and their deployment have been refined and amplified despite growing
scientific evidence on the harms of plastic pollution. This brief shows how the industry sys-
tematically uses these frames to divert attention away from reducing production or to render it
politically or economically unthinkable. By introducing a shared vocabulary for understanding
these devious frames, this brief aims to:

- support policymakers to design effective, truly science-based solutions to the

plastic crisis,
- empower civil society and rights holders to strengthen their efforts, and
- serve as a starting point for legal and regulatory scrutiny of corporate misconduct.

A thought starter on legal pathways to hold producers accountable is also presented in Box 3.

Center for International Environmental Law
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Nine Devious Frames

Plastics are a global issue. The full lifecycle of
plastics, from fossil fuel extraction through
production and end of life/waste management,
introduces health, waste, and environmental
challenges. The plastics industry may use disin-
formation frames to simplify or “flatten” the is-
sue, especially for non-specialist audiences. The
simplified framing can obscure the relationship
between their plastic products and the health,

human rights, and environmental problems
they cause. Although many of the examples

presented in this brief stem from the United
States (US), critically, these frames are recycled
around the world.

Using Ennis’s framework, we map the ways

the plastics industry uses these nine recurring
frames to deliberately influence debates around
the plastic crisis and delay regulation of their
harmful products.’®

Table 1: Summary and Definitions of the Nine Devious Frames."

1 Denialism Denying that the problem exists.

2 Post-Denialism Arguing that what’s bad is actually good.

3 Normalization :Zf;?:;ﬁ f‘.?e problem as inevitable or part of

4 Silver Boomerang Svlgi;r;il;?:;% cﬁ;@leeljrtio-solutions that reproduce or
5 Magic Making false (often techno-centric) promises that

never seem to materialize.

Treatment Trap

Focusing on managing the symptoms rather than
preventing root causes.

Victim Blaming

Shifting blame from the political root causes of the
problem onto individuals.
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Arguing that the problem is complex and there is
no clear solution.

Multifactoralism

O

Suggesting that the solutions that don’t work on
their own will work when deployed together.




These frames serve three core functions for
the industry:

» Protect legitimacy

- Promote false solutions

« Deflect responsibility

By attempting to protect the legitimacy of their
products, the plastics industry narratives work
to deny or reframe the harms of plastics, despite
mounting evidence,” or normalize their role in
society. By promoting false solutions, the in-
dustry shifts the focus to responses that appear
credible but ultimately will not solve the prob-
lem unless accompanied by a large reduction

in the production of plastics. Finally, industry
tries to deflect responsibility for the problem with
narratives that redirect attention away from the
true source of the crisis toward individuals, com-
plexity, and a combination of the two, thereby
diluting accountability. In practice, the frames
often overlap and reinforce one another.

Protect Legitimacy

Frame 1: Denialism

“Plastics Are Not Harmful”

At its most fundamental level, plastic disinfor-
mation begins with denial. This frame seeks

to cast doubt on the existence, scale, and seri-
ousness of the harms caused by plastics. The
industry selectively presents evidence, down-
plays risks, and asserts safety despite mounting
scientific concern.

Center for International Environmental Law
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Independent research shows that there are more
than 16,000 chemicals used or present in plastics.
Researchers have demonstrated that more than
4,200 of these chemicals cause harm to human
health, while most others lack sufficient hazard
information to determine their level of harm.®
Despite this, the plastics industry attempts to
deny this problem exists by claiming that plas-
tics are safe, creating doubt about their products’
harmful impacts.

A good example of this comes from the National
Association for PET Container Resources (NAP-
COR), the trade association for the polyethylene
terephthalate (PET) plastic packaging industry
in the US, Canada, and Mexico — whose stated
mission includes promoting the use of PET pack-
aging and overcoming hurdles to its successful
introduction, use, and recycling. In its market-
ing materials and its Positively PET campaign,’
NAPCOR states that PET plastic is safe. In one
blog, they specifically cite that virgin (new) PET
plastic does not contain certain endocrine-dis-
rupting chemicals like bisphenols and phthal-
ates.!'® On a webpage entitled “Myths and Facts,”
they double down with an uncited claim that
“PET has never contained bisphenol-A (BPA),
nor will it ever.”"” Even if these claims did ref-
erence scientific research, it would be essential
to determine whether they came from indus-
try-backed or funded science, which often favors
their interests.'®

However, independent science has found that
PET can contain bisphenol A (BPA), one of the
most well-known and researched endocrine-dis-
rupting chemicals,” even if it is not intentionally
used in the manufacture.?’ Recycled PET can also
contain significantly higher levels of BPA.?' Stud-
ies have also found that PET water bottles can
leach phthalates — associated with reproductive
impacts, neurodevelopmental issues, and be-
havioral changes® — into water.* In addition,
research has shown that virgin PET contains an-
timony, a chemical associated with liver disease,
heart disease, and other health impacts.*

Importantly, manufacturers do not always claim
plastics’ safety in those exact terms. The indus-
try often declares that plastics comply with all
government regulations in an attempt to indi-
rectly indicate that they are safe.”® When compa-
nies make statements in that regard, individuals
and even lawmakers tend to believe that there

is nothing to worry about. However, it is well
established that government regulations do not
always reflect the state of the science or the saf-
est recommendation? and are often influenced
by the industry itself.?

Frame 2: Post Denialism
“Plastics Are Good”

Asthe science on the environmental and health
impacts of plastics becomes undeniable, the plas-
tics industry shifts their narrative to a post-de-
nial framing. Plastics are presented as beneficial
for modern life, economic development, and
even environmental protection.

“Post-denialism undermines
political will for change by

arguing that the bad is good...

sugar is good for us, dangerous
roads are better, and global
warming is amazing. Corporations
turn debates around, tricking us into
thinking that erosions to our well-
being are somehow improvements,
and this prevents us from making

real improvements.”?
Grant Ennis
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It’s some of the most important packaging  scrambling. + And because plastic is strong,

your kids can wear. Because plastic  thin and lightweight, it provides a lot of

helmets and pads and other

A Little Plastic Pac
Can Help Prevent Bruising.

heavy packaging. + To learn more, just

protection without a lot of additional,

sports equipment play a vital role in help-

ing to protect against bumps and bruises. call 1-800-777-9500, and the American

« But plastic isn't just for fun and games. Plastics Council will send you

Plastic wraps and trays help keep food a free booklet. » And see

fresh and prevent spoilage. Tamper-evident  how a little plastic is having

seals help keep medicines protected. Foam  a positive impact in places far beyond

S Amean
the football field. ‘) s

cartons protect eggs from premature

PLASTIC MAKES IT POSSIBLE™

The conversation no longer begins with plas-

tic waste piling up in landfills or leaking into
oceans. Instead, it begins in a hospital ward,
where sterile plastic syringes, blood bags, and
protective equipment are framed as life-saving
tools® (also see the Plastics Industry Associ-
ation’s “Plastic Saves Lives” campaign?®’). In

the supermarket, flexible films are presented

as essential for keeping food fresh longer and
reducing spoilage, with industry groups like
the Plastics Industry Association arguing that
plastics play a critical role in tackling food
waste.®! And on a planetary scale, there are
claims that plastics even help combat green-
house gas (GHG) emissions. Industry messaging
increasingly highlights their role in enabling
renewable energy systems from wind turbine
components® to insulation and lightweight
materials,* framing plastics as indispensable to
the energy transition itself.

©—freshness, plastic vwap clings tightly to surfaaa”

help keep air out. thle others let air int to ¢

You could think of them as the sixth basic

, you certainly wouldn't help the food we eat stay fresher longer.

~ eat them, but plastic packaging"does help pro-

Plastics also let you see what you're buying,

Plastics. An Important Part
Of Your Healthy Diet.

tect our food in many ways/ +To help lock in

taking the mystery out of shopping. All of
which makes them versatile, durable, light-"

/ |
To help lock out moisture, resealable qmta:n::s weight and shatter-resistant. * To learn more, 4
provide a strong seal. And plastic wrap']

extend the shelf life of perishable produce,

: call the American /Plastics Council at

7779500 for a free booklet. Plastics. -

ne pa‘.;‘t ?Q,yi:ur diet ~“> American

Plastics

you may never break. s, Councils

This tactic has been in circulation for decades.
Following the introduction of more than 500
pieces of plastic legislation in the early 1990s, the
American Plastics Council launched a US$100
million national advertising campaign-buy
across the US featuring the slogan, “Plastics
make it possible.” Industry quickly credited the
campaign with changing the minds of at least 54
million Americans.** The campaign, which con-
tinued through the 2000s, initially emphasized
how plastic has changed grocery shopping, de-
picting a scene of grocery shopping in pre-indus-
trial times, contrasted with modern-day grocery
shopping, where plastic is prevalent.** Another
ad shows the ways that plastics can help keep
people protected, including through helmets.3¢
The campaign has been revitalized several times
since then, including in 2017, where it was used
to highlight the role of plastics in firefighting
and other helping professions.*”
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In this frame, the problem is no longer there —
plastics are portrayed as great. The logic is that if
plastics save lives, reduce emissions, and enable
modern society, then reducing their use becomes
impractical and even irresponsible.

However, such industry claims generally rely on
a limited set of examples that obscure the sys-
temic negative impacts across the full life cycle
of plastics. For example, “essential uses” such

as healthcare represent only a small fraction (15
million metric tons per year?®) of the more than
400 million metric tons of plastics produced each
year.*® Moreover, efforts are underway in the
healthcare industry to reduce this footprint even
further due to the negative impacts of plastics
(and associated chemicals) on human health.*
At the same time, the lifecycle impacts of plastics
from fossil fuel extraction to chemical exposure
and waste are well documented and continue to
grow.* And the assertions that plastics reduce
carbon emissions or support sustainability often
overlook the rapidly expanding carbon foot-
print of the plastics sector itself.*> On the claim
of reducing food waste, research has also shown
that plastic has little to no meaningful effect on
extending the shelflife of food, and eliminating
unnecessary plastic packaging could reduce CO,
emissions.*® Agricultural soils are among the larg-
est recipients of plastic pollution, potentially ex-
ceeding oceans,* due to inputs such as mulching
films, fertilizers, and sewage sludge.* This grow-
ing use of plastics has significant implications for
soil health, and food safety and security.*6

Ad from the “Plastics Saves LivesZcampaign at the
fourth round of hegotiations for @Global Plastics Treaty
© Cate Bonacini
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Frame 3: Normalization
“Plastics Are Everywhere and Unavoidable”

The industry also seeks to normalize plastics

by claiming they are everywhere and therefore
unavoidable in almost every aspect of life. While
the post-denialism frame argues that plastics are
beneficial, the normalization frame adds a layer
by claiming that plastics are so deeply embedded
in modern life that they are extremely difficult,
if not impossible, to replace.

For example, Plastics SA, the South African
plastics industry association, released a state-
ment pushing back on “anti-plastics sentiment.”
Their executive director warned that, “Modern
life would be impossible without plastics...They
are a necessity.”#” This also manifests as probing
individuals to imagine what life would be like
without plastic, such asin an advertisement
campaign that claimed a world without plastics
would be one of “accelerated environmental
degradation” and “bleak economic prospects,”*
notably without citing any sources.

These claims ignore that plastic is a relatively
recent invention. Plastics were first used widely
during World War II in military applications. Af-
ter the war, the industry expanded, with manu-
facturers finding new uses for the new materials
being developed.* Over time, plastics have be-
come more ubiquitous, with the industry often
inventing “solutions” to problems that do not
exist in order to normalize an increasing amount
of plastic in our lives (e.g., wrapping a banana in
plastic, despite the peel already functioning as a
wrapper,* and more®').
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When plastics are seen as fundamental to every-
day life, it is harder to picture a world without
them, and therefore hard to imagine and advo-
cate for solutions. It makes the system seem too
embedded to change and dilutes political will

to try.

But change is possible. Plastic-free systems have
already existed or are being imagined and im-
plemented by communities around the world.>
For example, India has used reusable metal
containers for street food for decades, new reuse
businesses are being founded from Colombia to
Malaysia,*® and many Indigenous communities
have historically had and currently maintain
reuse practices.*

Box 1: The Amplification of Disinformation
in a Changing Digital Landscape

As more people consume digital media, algorithms dictate what people see in their feeds, mak-
ing it increasingly easy to manipulate their perspectives. Plastics industry watchdogs need to
not only understand the messaging frames the industry itself employs but should also be aware
of new avenues used to spread information — and disinformation.

Over the last two decades, social media has played an increasingly important role in people’s
understanding of the world. With the closure and consolidation of news outlets, a growing
number of people now live in news deserts (defined as areas with limited or no local news
sources).> With fewer outlets, more and more people are turning to non-journalistic sources
for news — including influencers and social media.>¢

Center for International Environmental Law
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Government and corporate actors have professionalized the manipulation of information on
social media, sometimes aided by the design of platforms themselves.*” Social media enables
rapid sharing, algorithmic amplification, and reinforcement through likes and comments,
thereby rewarding the spread of stories® based on attention rather than integrity. For exam-
ple, according to one analysis, one in five Americans relies on short-form TikTok videos for
their news.>® Researchers claim that platform design choices lead to an algorithmic spiral that
shapes environmental discourse, favoring “known trends, viral formats, or affective hooks,”
creating a complex ecosystem that ultimately converges on the need to address climate change.
However, they also note that TikTok’s tendency to favor affective content, rather than sci-
entific depth or nuance, can lead to “algorithmic-driven content recommendations and the
prevalence of misinformation can also contribute to the spread of climate change skepticism,
confusion, and disinformation.”¢°

The advent of artificial intelligence (AI) is now turbocharging the spread of disinformation by
upending how content is both created and spread. Generative Al is shifting how users search
for information, with an ever-greater reliance on Al results rather than traditional search
engines.® Some researchers are now positing that large language models (LLMs) are the next
frontier in the fight against disinformation.®? When faced with controversial topics, one study
showed Al searches spreading false claims 35 percent of the time.®

Researchers are sounding the alarm on what this means for the information ecosystem. One
specific way industries can feed disinformation into chatbots is by manipulating the sources of
information underlying them, especially those that rely on user-generated content. A recent
synthesis report by the communications firm 5W found that platforms such as Wikipedia

and Reddit, which together account for 25 percent of ChatGPT citations,% do not verify users’
identities, thereby allowing the creation of sock-puppet accounts (fictitious accounts used for
deception).% Dangerously, disinformation on Reddit doesn’t stay there — Google has a US$60
million partnership with the platform, allowing it to train its Al models on users’ posts,® cre-
ating the potential for a self-reinforcing loop of manipulated information and amplification.
PR firms have also been accused of “wikilaundering” to remove criticism and promote specific
views of companies and governments®” on Wikipedia.

Furthermore, synthetic falsehoods can also be easily seeded and reinforced through content
farms (organized groups that produce, disseminate, or amplify content®) and bots (specialized
computer programs that can autonomously post messages on social platforms®), which “use
these Al systems to automate the mass production of articles, posts, or social media replies,
cheaply recycling materials from chatbots.””

There is already ample evidence that companies and governments are employing trolls (some-
one who posts disruptive content), troll farms,™ and bots,” thus amplifying false narratives,
delaying action on real solutions, and sowing discord during times of crisis.” Within this new
ecosystem — where devious tactics now include not only what is being said about plastics, but
how and where these messages are spread — information integrity and media literacy take on
heightened importance.




Promote False
Solutions

Frame 4: Silver Boomerang

Championing Pseudo-Solutions That
Reproduce or Worsen the Problem

Whenever the harms of their products are wide-
ly acknowledged or difficult to dispute, and after
the industry has reframed the material as essen-
tial, they again shift the narrative — this time
toward solutions. With the silver boomerang
frame, industries actively promote responses

to the crisis. These solutions often appear rea-
sonable, forward-looking, and even ambitious.
But, like a boomerang, the solution is thrown
outward as progress and ultimately returns to
sustain the status quo.

In the context of plastics, the most prominent
example of this frame is recycling. The “three
arrows” symbol was initially developed as a
marketing tool for the paper industry, symboliz-
ing recycling. In 1988, the Society of the Plastics
Industry (now Plastics Industry Association)
created the 1-7 system, which places the chasing
arrows along with a number on plastic prod-
ucts.™ Despite concerns, even from some within
the industry, that this would not be useful for
recycling, the industry pushed it forward, often
promoting this system as a less profit-threaten-
ing alternative to policies such as bans on plas-
tics.™ As a result, people largely understood the
symbols to mean that an object was recyclable,™
and for decades, there has been a positive public

perception of recycling.” In a 2020 interview
with National Public Radio in the US, a former
president of the Society of the Plastics Industry
said, "If the public thinks that recycling is work-
ing, then they are not going to be as concerned
about the environment."”

However, plastics recycling has not proven to be
as effective as the industry presents. According
to one study, “While recycling is widely touted
as a promising pathway to achieving a plastic
waste-free future, there remain substantial bar-
riers to making this a reality.” For example, “The
complexity and diversity of plastic compositions,
exacerbated by chemical additives blended for
versatility, lead to a low recycling rate due to the
difficulty in recycling different grades together
without degrading properties.”” Further, ac-
cording to the Financial Times, “a steep increase
in petrochemical production in China and the
US has led to a global oversupply of industrial
chemicals used in plastics, sending the price of
new material so low that its recycled alternative
has become uneconomical to use.”®°
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Box 2: Plastic Waste by the Numbers?®'

Global plastic production nearly doubled between 2000 and 2019, rising from 234 to 460 million
metric tons, while plastic waste increased from 156 to 353 million metric tons.

9%

hearly 50%

recycled landfilled
incinerated mismanaged through dumping, open

burning, or leakage into the environment

A recent Center for Climate Integrity investiga-
tion into company archives showed that plastic
producers have long known that recycling was
unlikely to keep plastic out of landfills and the en-
vironment but continued promoting it publicly.®?

The plastics industry set these goals
knowing they would be very difficult
to meet, according to a representa-
tive of DuPont. “It is no secret that
the quantitative goals industry orig-
inally set for itself for economically
recycling plastic containers extract-
ed from municipal waste streams

were extremely ambitious...”8
Center for Climate Integrity

Beyond “traditional” recycling methods, similar
“silver boomerang” dynamics are visible in the
promotion of “advanced” or chemical recy-
cling technologies, which are often promoted
by major petrochemical companies, despite it
being unviable. ExxonMobil, Dow, and Chev-
ron Phillips Chemical each aim to process over
one billion pounds of plastic waste, while Shell
originally set a target of over 2 billion pounds
by 2025 through its new facilities.®* Alongside
these investments, companies have launched
sophisticated communication strategies to
build legitimacy for the technology.®® A notable
example is Dow’s partnership with Kimberly
Hilton, a social media science influencer known
as “Chemical Kim.” Hilton has been brought in
to develop content on topics including “ad-
vanced recycling.”¢




Interestingly, in 2023, Shell withdrew its ambi-
tious chemical recycling targets, citing “lack of
available plastic waste feedstock, slow technolo-
gy development, and regulatory uncertainty.”®’
However, despite multiple nonprofit analyses be-
tween 2020 and 2023, which consistently report-
ed on the economic and technical unviability of
chemical recycling,® and a recent independent
study which found that life cycle assessments

of chemical recycling technologies consistently
underestimate their negative health and envi-
ronmental impacts,® the industry continues to
showcase it as a solution.

The promise of recycling and such technological
fixes offers comfort by implying that the system
is working and that no fundamental change is
needed. But this reassurance comes at a cost. As
concerns are blunted, plastic consumption con-
tinues and grows. The result is a self-reinforcing
cycle: the more people believe the system works,
the more plastic is produced and used. In this
way, the silver boomerang does not just failasa
solution, it returns to deepen the crisis it claims
to solve.

Bioplastics = R
© Cmglee, Wikimedia Commons - CCBY-SA4.0

Frame 5: Magic

“Future Tech Will Fix the Problem”

Another false solution frame the industry re-

lies on is the idea that a new technology will

be deployed in the future to fix the problem. In
the case of plastics, the idea is that new plastics
made from renewable and/or easily biodegrad-
able materials will solve the problem of plastics’
persistence in the environment. These substanc-
es, often referred to as “bioplastics” are made (at
least partly) from plant-based materials such as
starches and sugars, including corn, sugarcane,
wheat, or soy.®® The industry argues that these
materials can displace the use of oil and gas as re-
sources, in line with the increasing demand from
individuals for more sustainable products.®
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In fact, many of the so-called biodegradable
plastics do not even biodegrade in real-world
conditions such as home composters. Instead,
they require industrial composting, which is

not available in many parts of the world.®? This
also means that they can contaminate recycling
streams and reduce the streams’ quality,® as well
as contribute to pollution in the environment.*
Bioplastics are portrayed as climate-friendly
alternatives that can reduce the GHG emissions
of plastics,” but this is not necessarily the case.%
While this may alleviate some GHG emissions as-
sociated with fossil fuel production, bioplastics
can emit similarly high levels during their end
of life when compared to conventional plastics,®”
and they can generate new emissions from land
disturbance, intensive agriculture, and other
processes associated with the feedstocks.%

In addition, bioplastics do not eliminate the
issue of plastics’ health impacts. They are made
with the same process as fossil-based plastics,
and multiple studies have found toxicity issues
with bioplastics — sometimes even greater tox-
icity than conventional plastics.® They have also
been shown to produce microplastics as well,
and in a recent study, researchers found that
mice exposed to microplastics from these bio-
plastics had liver and ovary abnormalities.!®
When a future solution is presented that requires
little change in current practices, it lessens the
pressure for policy change in the present. This
“magical” solution allows the plastics industry
to kick the can down the road and continue busi-
ness as usual, harming human health and the
environment around the world.**

Biodegradable plastic food bags
© MoiraM- stock.adobe.com

Frame 6: Treatment Trap
“Better Waste Management Will
Solve Plastic Pollution”

S
&0

In this frame, plastic pollution is treated as a
problem that occurs at the waste management
stage only, rather than throughout the entire life
cycle. Thisis a tactic that is the most public-fac-
ing and that society is most familiar with.!% The
solutions proposed by the industry are framed as
practical, achievable, and necessary responses to
the plastics crisis. The emphasis is on improving
collection and recycling, cleaning up waste from
hotspots (e.g., the Great Pacific Garbage Patch'®),
building waste-to-energy plants'® (i.e., inciner-
ation facilities), and citizen cleanup efforts, thus
reducing “leakage” into the environment.

At first glance, this approach appears reasonable.
Many parts of the world lack adequate waste
management systems,'* and improving these
systems is important. It is equally hard to dis-
pute the importance of clean oceans, rivers, and
beaches. This sentiment has helped fuel the pub-
lic acceptance of industry-sponsored, high-visi-
bility cleanup initiatives that promise to directly
tackle the problem.

Projects such as The Ocean Cleanup'*® have
captured global attention with ambitious goals
to remove plastic already circulating in the
oceans.'’” Coca-Cola, consistently identified by
Break Free From Plastic as one of the world’s
largest plastic polluters, including being ranked
the top polluter for five consecutive years
(2018-2022),°8 is an implementation partner of
the Ocean Cleanup to “stem the tide of plastic
pollution” entering oceans.*®




Paint B.'l.'anch Trash Cieaﬁup inPrince George's County, Maryland
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Similarly, Dow Chemical developed a handbook
called, #PullingOurWeight: Your Cleanup Playbook
detailing how staff can partner with community
organizations and launch their own cleanups.
The program’s aim is to, “Do our part (and share
our story) to help keep (plastic) waste out of the
environment and support the transition to a
circular economy that values plastic waste as

a resource.”'® Such efforts help shift the focus
away from reducing production and onto the
treatment frame of managing waste.

“A ban on specific product, whatever
it is made of, will not solve the ocean
plastic problem. Together with

other industry leaders, we must do
our part to educate people

around the world on responsible
management of plastic waste, and
the #PullingOurWeight cleanup

campaign is just one step.” !
Dow’s campaign playbook

Taken together, the narratives of waste misman-
agement and heroic cleanups construct a coher-
ent story that plastic pollution is a problem of
where waste ends up, not how it is created. Un-
der this narrative, the responsibility for address-
ing the plastics crisis is transferred away from

the role of the industry in driving plastic produc-
tion and use. Governments are expected to build
and maintain waste systems,*? but “unlike with
paper or metals, there are two insurmountable
barriers that prevent plastic recycling from ever
working at scale: toxicity and economics.”"

So instead of being recycled, even when techni-
cally possible, plastic waste is exported to coun-
triesin the Global South at alarming rates,™
where communities are tasked with handling
the environmental and health consequences of
materials they did not use nor produce.™ Ac-
cordingly, images of waterways and waste dumps
overflowing with plastic trash¢ contribute to
public perception that countries in the Global
South are to blame for the plastics crisis, obscur-
ing the role of global production systems and
waste colonialism; where high-income countries
export large volumes of plastic waste to low-
er-income nations and then portray those same
countries as major sources of pollution.™”

But as scholar Max Liboiron notes, “The scales

of problems and the scales of proposed interven-
tions must match if they are to bear on the same
thing. Avoidance, consumer choice, and tech-
nological fixes respond to scales that miss one
crucial step in plastic pollution: production.”t#
Even with increased investment in waste man-
agement infrastructure, systems will continue to
be overwhelmed if there is not a reduction in the
overall amount of plastic produced.'®
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Deflect Responsibility

Frame 7: Victim Blaming

“Individuals are Responsible
for Plastic Pollution”

Glass Company and which later grew to include
Coca-Cola and other major manufacturers, pro-
moted individual responsibility in its decades of
anti-litter campaigns.’?° In 1961, a Keep America
Beautiful leader wrote that their campaign was
to “help to curb the massive defacement of the
nation by thoughtless and careless people,” and
that “the bad habits of littering can be changed
only by making all citizens aware of their re-
sponsibilities to keep our public places as clean
as they do their own homes.”'? Early campaigns
included children, such as “Susan Spotless,”'*
to appeal to the emotions of the public, depicted
litter in recreational environments, and framed

To distract from the root causes of the plastics
crisis and avoid responsibility, industry mes-
saging sometimes shifts to the frame Ennis
titles “victim blaming.” When the source of
harm becomes difficult to deny, responsibility is
reframed, and instead of addressing increased
production, production design, and corporate
decision making, the problem is recast as one of
individual behavior.

The shift to individual responsibility is inten-
tional and part of a long-running scheme. Keep
America Beautiful, an organization founded by
the American Can Company and Owens-Illinois

visible waste as a product of individual thought-
lessness.'*

This strategy gained further traction with Keep
America Beautiful’s now infamous “Crying
Indian” ad. In it, “Iron Eyes Cody” (a character
played by an Italian American, not an Indig-
enous man'*) lands his canoe on a riverbank
covered in trash. Later, as he looks upon a scene
with many cars driving by, a person throws
waste out of their car window. He looks at the
viewer with a tear falling down his cheek, while
the narrator says, “People start pollution. People
can stop it.”1%

Keep America Beautiful/Susan Spotless anti-litter advertisement
© Keep America Beautiful
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‘Don’t grown-ups know ?
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The ad was part of a campaign paid for by Keep
America Beautiful and distributed by the Ad
Council,** first appearing on television in 1971
before spreading to print advertisements and
billboards'* and making its way into the broader
public consciousness.'? The ad went on to win
multiple awards, while generating billions of
household impressions and one of the highest
viewer recognition rates in television history.'
The ad is incredibly controversial and is seen

as one of the prime examples of manipulative
corporate advertising. Because the participating
corporations did not transparently disclose their
participation, the campaign maintained a veneer
of political impartiality.’*° It subtly embeds in-
dividual responsibility into people’s minds. One
author observed that it was effective because it
“promoted an ideology without seeming ideolog-
ical” and “propagandize[d] without seeming pro-
pagandistic.”*! Keep America Beautiful — which
still operates today — maintains its hold on the
American psyche; according to Orion Magazine,
36 percent of respondents to a survey ranked the
organization believable, beating out indepen-
dent environmental organizations.'*

The moralistic overtones to plastic pollution
have spread, and groups that bear resemblance
to Keep America Beautiful now appear in coun-
tries around the world.**® Plastics industry
groups support these initiatives, for example,
Plastics South Africa (SA) sponsored a cleanup
week where their sustainability director stat-
ed that “Clean-Up & Recycle SA Week is more
than just picking up litter; it’s about fostering
a culture of accountability and respect for our
environment,”** emphasizing the individual
responsibility of picking up trash.

When corporations deflect responsibility onto
individuals, they distract people from the root
cause of the problem: that the failure of our
governments to properly regulate plastics corpo-
rations incentivizes them to make more plastics
than can be managed.'*®

Frame 8: Knotted Web

“The Issue Is Too Complex”

In this frame, corporations present plastics as

a globally entangled issue strategically empha-
sizing the complexity in ways that make deci-
sive action appear difficult, premature, or even
impossible. Terms used to leverage this frame
include systems, complexity, webs, and others.!*¢

This knotted web frame can lead to policy paral-
ysis, wherein decision makers acknowledge the
problem but hesitate to act due to its perceived
complexity.’*” This dynamic is particularly visible
in international negotiations. For example, in
the context of the Global Plastics Treaty, the
negotiating committee’s mandate is to develop a
treaty that covers the full lifecycle of plastics.'*®
Discussions often span a wide range of issues
from product design and chemicals of concern to
waste management, financing, and technology
transfer.”® For example, the International Coun-
cil of Chemical Associations, which represents
the chemical industry globally, frames the issues
as “interlinked.”*° This complexity framing is
deployed as a tactic to resist the prioritization of
upstream measures, such as production reduc-
tion, including by defining the plastics life cycle
as starting at product design.
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“The knotted web frame uses
convoluted language to mask

the origin of the problem, making
it difficult to understand what is
actionable and precluding a clear

way forward.”4
Grant Ennis

The UN Environment Programme (UNEP)’s
Turning off the Tap report echoes this framing
(albeit unintentionally) by calling for a complex
systems change to address the plastic crisis,
without explicitly identifying reductions in plas-
tic production as the central component of that
transformation. The report states that systems
change involves:

1. “simultaneous action across the life cycle
to trigger the change. For instance, in-
vestment in increased recycling capacity
(downstream) is coupled with incentives
to use recycled plastic in new products
(upstream) and the manufacture
of products (midstream) that are
economically recyclable.

2. international action to create a flourish-
ing circular plastics economy globally
that benefits all countries. For instance,
eliminating the manufacture of a prob-
lematic product in one country is less
effective if that product can still be ex-
ported to a neighbouring country.”?

Importantly, the knotted web does not rely on
false claims. Instead, it presents all parts of the
system at once without clarifying which interven-
tions are most effective. This tactic has also been
documented by public health researchers track-
ing devious tactics applied by corporate actors in
the food, alcohol, and gambling industries.'*?




Frame 9: Multifactorialism

“All These Solutions That Won’t Work on Their
Own Will Work When Deployed Together”

As the pollution crisis expands, the plastics

industry argues that it is hard to attribute its
cause to a single source, and that a singular
solution (such as reducing plastic production) is
too simplistic. This is the multifactorial frame.
The plastics crisis is described as having multiple
and combined causes and solutions — from poor
waste management infrastructure, to individual
behavior, to product design — which blur the
lines of causality.

The industry claims that solutions that don’t
work on their own (as shown in the above sec-
tions), will work when deployed together. Or,
that these ineffective activities work well when
combined together as part of a “comprehen-
sive package” of interventions (such as UNEP’s

systems change proposal). This is often called an
“all of the above approach,” as seen in climate
policy spaces, where oil and gas companies claim
we need to deploy all types of energy to fight
global warming.** The plastics industry similar-
ly deploys this frame by advocating for multiple
solutions within the other devious frames but
not for addressing the root cause of pollution.
Even if any one of the solutions would help with
the waste problem, the mix of solutions dilute
political focus on the root cause of the crisis:
plastic production.

In their communications and framing, the
plastics industry uses the terminology “all of the
above approach” or an “approach that includes
all technologies as possible solutions.”*¢ They
advocate for multiple types of recycling¥” or
recycling in combination with other measures
such as bioplastics and better waste manage-
ment.® When this frame is deployed, the real
solution — reducing the volume of plastics being
produced — is lost.

The Alliance to End Plastic Waste, an indus-
try-led initiative,* has deployed multifactorial-
ism effectively (see image).'*

3 PEl enablers, consistent to Alliance Plastic Waste Management Framework, are used in Solution Model playbooks

Key enablers
o . O
7N Policy & e 72 i
(ap)- . [ | =0
\f)" Business Model o%o Ecosystem ZO? Innovation
(P.1) Policy & financial interventions (E.1) Capability building @ Materials & renewables
m Institution financing @ Supporting infrastructure m Technology
@ Market mechanism @ Societal engagement ‘B Digital & data management
Stakeholder alignment

Note: Non-exhaustive Solution Models (SM) for illustrative purposes; Solution models can be part of one or more segments in the value chain

Source: AEPW; BCG
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The "all of the above" approach also serves to
make the industry look like they are amenable to
everything and therefore great partnersin the
solutions, while obscuring that in reality they
support anything except what is most needed:
production reduction.

Conclusion and
Recommendations

Solving the plastics crisis, and the environ-
mental and health harms that accompany it,
requires first and foremost a drastic reduction
in the amount of plastics manufactured world-
wide.”! To achieve this reduction, policies must
focus upstream; stopping the buildout of new
production facilities, setting a global target for
phasing down plastic production in the Global
Plastics Treaty, ending harmful subsidies and
incentives to the plastics industry, and investing
in non-plastic reuse and refill systems. The nine
frames discussed above are used by the indus-
try to distract individuals, society, and decision
makers from real solutions that would protect
people and the planet but hurt these companies’
bottom line.

"No Lobbyists Beyond This Point" sign at the Maryland State House
© DanielHuizinga, Flickr-CCBY 2.0 E

Combating Disinformation

Recognizing this disinformation is critical to
designing effective campaigns that address the
plastics crisis. It is important for civil society,
rights holders, and people and organizations
working in the public interest to identify and call
out these deceptive tactics and challenge them
with authority. By mapping the plastics indus-
try’s maneuvers to Ennis’s Dark PR framework,
this brief offers a shared vocabulary for exposing
these recurring narratives and redirecting politi-
cal will toward real, root-cause solutions.

We must continue tracking these disinformation
tactics and making them better known to the
public. Further investigations would shed more
light on the devious strategies the industry uses
to delay regulation and dodge accountability and
can be used to push for stronger upstream poli-
cies. Energy and investments directed towards
false solutions or distractions is less energy and
financing towards true, effective solutions.

“The masters of these frames don’t
need to convince everyone all the
time. To suppress political will, they
just need to convince enough people
at the right time.”’>

Grant Ennis

N




Promoting Information Integrity in
Advertising and Policymaking

This is not just a public communications issue.
Itis also important to challenge these narratives
in policymaking spaces to hold corporations
accountable. Policymakers have a key role in
making sure people have access to accurate and
trustworthy information about environmental
issues. This starts with including information
integrity in environmental laws and policies
and treating access to reliable information asa
basic right that supports public participation
and accountability.’*® Strengthening regulations
and scrutiny of industry communication should
be a central priority, especially in the context

of advertising. The global momentum against
fossil fuel ad bans offers much inspiration. For
instance, enforcements, callouts, and successful
campaigns for fossil fuel ad bans are already un-
derway in ten countries and over fifty cities and
municipalities all around the world.>

Itis also important to address the root causes of
disinformation in both advertising and policy-
making spaces. This means setting clear rules
against greenwashing® and mandating that
environmental claims are backed by evidence.

Delegatesgather forthe opening plenary of the fifth session
of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee on plastic pollution
©IISD/ENB | Kiara Worth

This includes requiring greater transparency and
substantiation for environmental claims related
to recyclability, circularity, and technologies
such as “advanced recycling.” Industry-backed
technical studies or lifecycle assessments should
not inform policy, or at the least they should be
subject to independent review.

Safeguarding Against Corporate Influence in
Policymaking

Finally, there is a need to introduce safeguards
against the industry’s influence in plastics pol-
icymaking processes. Conflict of interest and
transparency policies — including disclosure of
affiliations and lobbying, and banning certain
harmful industries from lobbying, marketing,
advertising, and making charitable donations —
are essential to mitigate the impacts of disinfor-
mation on policymaking.

A world in which we “End plastic pollution” —
the title of the mandate to negotiate the Global
Plastics Treaty'® — is possible. But we must be
able to see past the disinformation and focus on
root cause solutions. Only a drastic reduction in
plastic production will enable us to protect the
planet and its people from the harms of plastics.

™
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Box 3: Legal Pathways to Hold Plastic Producers Accountable

DISCLAIMER: This section is intended as a thought starter and overview of potential legal
pathways that may be relevant to addressing plastic pollution and related harms. It is not a
comprehensive litigation guide, legal opinion, or assessment of the viability of any specific claim.
The examples and pathways described are illustrative and are intended to support discussion,
strategic thinking, and further exploration of accountability options. The suitability of any legal
approach will depend on the specific facts, applicable laws, available evidence, procedural re-
quirements, jurisdictional considerations, and the broader political and social context in which a
case may arise. Legal doctrines, standards of proof, remedies, and limitations vary significantly
across countries and legal systems.

In addition to being an environmental, human rights, and public health crisis, plastic pollution
also raises a question of accountability. While the industry attempts to shift the blame, existing
legal frameworks already provide pathways to hold producers responsible across the plastics
lifecycle. Since 2023, litigation has emerged in more than thirty countries, targeting both gov-
ernments and corporations.”

These cases broadly fall into two categories:'*
1. Claims against governments — to compel stronger regulation or challenge rollbacks.
2. Claims against companies — focusing on lifecycle harms and misleading claims.!

Examples of Plastic-Related Litigation'®
e Alegal complaint against Coca-Cola, Danone, and Nestlé filed to the European Com-

mission about misleading claims, such as of “100% recycled” content in plastic water
bottles.®®

- Alawsuit against a major plastic pellet producer in the US for Clean Water Act vio-
lations, which resulted in a decision requiring a plastic producer to remediate local
ecological harms and pay $50 million in damages.!¢!

e Adecision requiring India’s Union Ministry of Health and Family Welfare and Food
Safety and Standards Authority to include warning labels about the possible presence of
micro- and nanoplastic on bottled water, salt, and sugar sold in plastic packaging.'¢?

Although the success of these strategies depends on each legal, geographic, and political con-
text, the following examples are meant to help start conversations about accountability for
plastic pollution.

i Thereis adiversity of players along the plasticslife cycle. Theideais to move the claims as upstream
as possible, but different claims will be relevant for different actors. Inthe rest of the section, these
companies willbe referred to generally as producers.




Public Nuisance

Public nuisance law allows governments, particularly states and cities, to act where activities
interfere with public rights, such as access to clean water or a safe environment.'®* The law has
historically evolved to respond to new and unexpected harms, making it well-suited to address
large-scale environmental challenges like plastic pollution.’®* Plastic waste contaminates eco-
systems, clogs infrastructure,'®® and contributes to health impacts at a scale that is widespread.
These harms translate into significant public costs, from drainage failures and flooding to eco-
system degradation and health burdens.!

Nuisance law could allow governments (and in rare cases individuals'®’) to seek remedies for
these harms, including cleanup costs, infrastructure damage, health costs, and ecosystem
restoration. Importantly, nuisance law shifts the focus away from municipalities and commu-
nities, who are often blamed through the Victim Blaming frame, and back toward producers
whose products are inherently harmful.

Products Liability

Products liability law focuses on whether products are safe by design and whether consumers
are adequately informed of risks.!s® This pathway is particularly relevant for plastics, which
are chemically complex,'® highly persistent,' difficult to recycle,' and increasingly linked to
environmental and health harms.!”

Where their products are defectively designed or sold without adequate warnings, producers
may be held liable. This shifts the conversation from “how do we manage plastic waste?” to
“should these products have been designed and sold this way in the first place?” In doing so,
products liability law directly challenges the idea that plastics are simply beneficial materials
whose impacts can be managed downstream.

o ¥
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Engineer looking overrecycled plastic
©Visoot - stock.adobe.com

Consumer Protection
Consumer protection law targets misleading and deceptive practices.” This makes it a pow-
erful tool against the Silver Boomerang and Magic frames where industry falsely promotes
interventions such as recycling or bioplastics as sufficient responses to the crisis.
Legal challenges can focus on whether such claims:

» Create false impressions about environmental performance

- Mislead consumers about the effectiveness of recyclability or sustainability

»  Promote ineffective technological solutions

This aligns with a broader global trend of using litigation to challenge corporate disinformation,
including in the fossil fuel sector through greenwashing'™ cases and advertising scrutiny.!”

Building the Evidence

Across these legal approaches, it is a challenge to document and demonstrate the harm and
causality of the plastics industry’s behavior. Governments and public authorities are uniquely
positioned to do this as they already bear the costs of managing plastic pollution.

Tools such as waste audits and brand audits have already shown that plastic waste can be traced
back to specific producers and product categories.” By combining physical data (volumes of
waste) with financial data (costs of management and damage), governments can build a clear
evidentiary link between corporate activity and public harm.

Key categories of evidence include (but are not limited to):
- Waste management and cleanup costs
» Infrastructure damage and maintenance
- Environmental degradation and biodiversity loss
» Public health impacts and associated costs
e« Economic losses to livelihoods, tourism, and local economies




Human Rights

There could also be contentious cases on plastic pollution grounded in human rights law, given
the multiple human rights impacts across the plastics life cycle. For example, according to the
UN Special Rapporteur on implications for human rights of the environmentally sound man-
agement and disposal of hazardous substances and wastes, “The plastics crisis affects a broad
range of human rights, including the rights to life, the highest attainable standard of health,

a healthy environment, housing, water and sanitation, adequate food, equality and non-dis-
crimination, as well as rights to information, participation and effective remedy, all of which
are protected under international law. It has disproportionate impacts on groups at heightened
risk of human rights violations, such as workers, children, women, persons of African descent,
Indigenous Peoples, coastal communities, and people living in poverty. Not only present but
future generations will be affected if the plastics crisis is not reversed.”'”

In addition to providing remedies, these legal pathways can disrupt the logic of disinforma-
tion. These approaches reframe plastic pollution as a lifecycle problem shaped by upstream
production, product design, and marketing decisions, rather than a problem that begins when
products become waste. Although litigation is not a comprehensive solution and outcomes are
often uneven, slow, and subject to constraints, when adequately designed and part of a broader
strategy, litigation can play a critical role in shifting responsibility, exposing structural fail-
ures, and generating pressure for more comprehensive regulatory responses.

ProtestsigninLondon, England
© chrisdorney- stock.adobe.com
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