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A Preventable Problem
Far too much of the 300 million tonnes of 
plastic produced in every year finds its way 
into our oceans, food chains and ecosys-
tems, damaging our health in the process. 
The scale of the problem is clear when 
you consider that a small group of volun-
teers collected over a million kilograms of 
waste from Versova beach in India in just 
40 weekends. Yet well-designed laws can 
reverse this global trend. That is why this 
toolkit provides an overview of existing 
marine litter legislation and case studies 
to help policymakers change the habits of 
producers and consumers.

The toolkit shows why most legislation 
targets marine litter at source, rather than 
the resulting waste. For example, Ireland 

used a levy to cut the number of plastic 
bags people use each year, from 328 to 14, 
in just over a decade. It’s an example that 
a growing number of places around the 
world are following.

Some countries tackle marine litter 
through comprehensive legislation, while 
others prefer to use a combination of 
several different laws. In either case, there 
are a wide range of important measures to 
consider. This toolkit includes recommen-
dations on mapping and reviewing regula-
tory frameworks, documenting and sharing 
experience, and providing grace periods 
when introducing legislation.

Well-crafted laws alone cannot solve the 
problem of marine litter, but they are an 
important piece of the puzzle. I hope this 
toolkit will inspire policymakers and law-
makers to work together in strengthening 
legislation for one of the most pressing 
and preventable problems of our time. 

Erik Solheim
UN Environment Executive Director

Foreword
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Executive Summary
Marine litter poses serious environmental, health, and economic threats to oceans and 
coastal ecosystems. It also presents a unique legal and regulatory challenge for many 
nation States (hereinafter States), as it can originate from diverse land-based and 
sea-based sources both within and outside of a State. While the full magnitude of the 
problem can be difficult to ascertain, some estimates suggest that an average of 8 million 
tons of plastic waste entered the ocean in 2010, and this figure has been projected to 
increase. 

The prevalence of marine litter is the result of many different factors, including changing 
production and consumption patterns, inadequate waste management, and gaps in 
regulation of waste materials. The diverse sources require a comprehensive response. 
Accordingly, countries frequently utilize a variety of laws and policies to prevent, manage, 
and reduce the proliferation of marine litter. Many of these approaches are part of the 
general frameworks to reduce the generation and spread of solid waste, rather than 
being part of frameworks specifically designed to address marine litter. That said, a 
growing number of countries are developing targeted laws and policies to address marine 
litter—from laws mandating more research (e.g., in  the United States) to laws banning 
certain types of products (e.g., plastic bags in Bangladesh and Rwanda), to overarching 
frameworks to address the growing problem (e.g., in Japan and Singapore).

Policies and laws need to address not only the removal of litter but are generally more 
successful when they govern the production, use, and disposal of products that would 
otherwise become marine litter. To this end, using a circular economy approach to 
prevent the generation of waste products can reduce the overall production of marine 
litter. 

The following recommendations build upon the laws and policies reviewed in this Toolkit 
and address approaches States can take to reduce and minimize marine litter:

Recommendations:
States that elect to adopt a comprehensive, holistic approach to marine litter 
management may:

�� Adopt legislation providing an overarching framework for preventing, reducing, 
and otherwise managing marine litter. This legislation should consider the 
relationship between the marine litter legislation and other relevant laws (for example, 
on waste management), and particularly whether the new overarching legislation 
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