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To the Plastics, Packaging and Marine Plastic Debris Team, 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to make a submission to the Australian Government’s consultation on an 
international treaty to end plastic pollution. Starting at the first Intergovernmental Negotiating 
Committee (INC1) in November 2022, the next two years provides a once-in a lifetime opportunity to 
address the problem of plastic pollution at its source – upstream and globally. 

Tangaroa Blue Foundation is an organisation dedicated to the removal and prevention of litter at the 
source and is the founder of the Australian Marine Debris Initiative (AMDI), an on-ground network of 
volunteers, communities, organisations, and agencies around the country monitoring the impacts of 
marine debris and plastic pollution. The AMDI Database is the largest database of marine debris in the 
southern hemisphere with more than 22 million litter items recorded at more than 4,300 clean-up sites 
since 2004.  

Tangaroa Blue Foundation read and supports the submission of Australian Marine Conservation Society, 
the Plastic Free Foundation, Take 3 for the Sea and WWF-Australia. Our submission below builds upon 
their submission based on our experiences.  

 



 

We look forward to continuing to work with the Australian Government on this important process of 
developing an international treaty to end plastic pollution. 

 

Yours Sincerely, 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Heidi Tait 
CEO Tangaroa Blue Foundation 
 
PO Box 1235 
Dunsborough 
WA 6281 
 
heidi@tangaraoblue.org 
0410166684 
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SUBMISSION 
Consultation on an International Treaty on Plastic Pollution 

Question 1: Where could Australia get the most benefit from international cooperation and have the greatest 
impact on addressing plastic pollution?  

International cooperation on addressing plastics at the source through upstream control measures such as reduction of 
plastic production and consumption, and manufacturing regulations which would have the greatest impact on addressing 
plastic pollution at the source. Australia would benefit from international cooperation on developing measures that are 
clear and consistent globally and would allow all stakeholders, i.e., governments, industry, communities, and consumers, 
to design, produce, and purchase products on the global market that adhere to these measures. Australia’s National 
Plastics Plan recognises the need for sustainable product design with easier to recycle products and global upstream 
regulations that would allow these products to be competitive on the global market and accessible to consumers.  

The Australian Government’s commitment to being a leader in the treaty negotiations and a leader in environmental 
management presents an opportunity to drive ambitious and targeted international measures that stop plastic pollution at 
the source, i.e., ‘turn off the plastics tap’. Australia will benefit from turning off the plastics tap by reducing the amount of 
plastic entering our environment and thus reducing the impacts on wildlife, ecosystems, and human health. Reductions, 
although ideally it will be complete elimination, of plastics entering the environment will allow Australia, and further the 
global community, to clean-up and deal with plastics that already exist in the environment ultimately leading to a better 
future for the generations to come. Although Australia is not yet a signatory, we recommend Australia join the other 
member nations of the High Ambition Coalition to End Plastic Pollution in developing strong, clear and common global 
rules that will eliminate plastic pollution by 2040.  

 

Question 2: How can we ensure that the treaty complements and does not duplicate existing international, 
regional, and domestic initiatives?  

Plastics regulations both globally and domestically at all levels, i.e., federal, state, and local, are developing at different 
speeds but are ultimately falling short of what is needed to address this global challenge. Negotiations on this 
international treaty provides an opportunity to bring together cohesive and consistent measures within Australia that align 
with the common international regulations that are being developed in the treaty. Australia can be a global leader that 
takes unprecedented action to manage plastic pollution at all stages of the plastics lifecycle and by doing so Australia’s 
actions have the potential to be adopted by other treaty nations our Pacific neighbours who strongly support this treaty.  

The risk of duplication of existing efforts currently in Australia can be minimised by developing a database of existing 
local, state, federal, and regional plastics policies and initiatives that can be independently and scientifically reviewed and 
analysed for effectiveness and the results used to identify policy gaps and inform new policies that can be addressed in 
the treaty. This could be a collaborative effort with the Global Plastics Policy Centre1 who has currently reviewed more 
than 100 policies globally but only one Australian policy, the Australia Threat Abatement Plan for the Impacts of Marine 
Debris on Vertebrate Marine Life.  

 
1 https://plasticspolicy.port.ac.uk/ 



 

Question 3: What is Australia doing well to manage plastic pollution?  

The development of Australia’s National Plastics Plan, the National Waste Policy Action Plan, Australia Threat Abatement 
Plan for the Impacts of Marine Debris on Vertebrate Marine Life, and the Australian Circular Economy Hub demonstrate 
that progress is being made in Australia to address plastic pollution. However, these plans are relatively new and 
substantial work and allocated funding is needed to ensure both federal and state/territory governments fully integrate the 
concepts and ideas into the future. 

Australians recognise the need to reduce plastic pollution and there has been strong support for the implementation of 
plastic reduction policies2 such as container deposit schemes and single-use plastics bans as well as supported refill 
models. Australia benefits from a strong baseline of plastic pollution data beginning in 2004 from the Australian Marine 
Debris Initiative Database which documents plastics in the environment and the impact and effectiveness of these 
policies. For example, community clean-ups in Victoria saw a 64% decrease in plastic bags collected between 2019, 
when the ban was enacted, and 2020. The average number of bags has continued to decline since. These are excellent 
results demonstrating the effectiveness of a single-use plastics ban however, national harmonisation and expansion of 
single-use plastics bans would reduce confusion among consumers and further reduce plastic pollution from entering the 
environment.  

The Australian Government is investing in tackling marine debris and plastic pollution through multiple programs including 
Reef Trust through their investment in the ReefClean program and the Parks Australia Ghost Net Initiative. ReefClean is a 
five-year project (2019 – June 2023) funded by the Australian Government’s Reef Trust program and delivered by 
Tangaroa Blue Foundation in collaboration with Reef Check Australia, Capricornia Catchments, Eco Barge Clean Seas, 
Oceanwatch Australia, South Cape York Catchments and AUSMAP, along with community groups and volunteers. This 
project provides removal of marine debris and plastic pollution along the 2,300 km coastline of the Great Barrier Reef and 
all litter items removed were recorded in the Australian Marine Debris Initiative Database so that these data can inform 
pollution prevention services through source identification and reduction projects, intervention, education, and awareness 
campaigns.  

Tangaroa Blue Foundation also delivered a tender under the Parks Australia Ghost Net Initiative to create monitoring 
protocols and provide training opportunities to indigenous rangers along Australia’s north coast to tackle marine debris 
and pollution prevention. This program aligns with the Tangaroa Blue Foundation Marine Debris Monitoring Protocols 
ensuring data collection harmonisation in existing Australian Government funded programs. 

The Australian Government’s support of the Australian Marine Debris Initiative through ReefClean and the Ghost Net 
Initiative are contributing to almost two decades of plastic pollution data across Australia’s 33,000 km of coastline and 
highlight the importance of consistent marine debris monitoring and data harmonisation to inform evidence-based policies 
that are effective in reducing plastic pollution in the environment.  

Question 4: What opportunities are there for Australia to do more on plastic pollution? 

The ‘plastics problem’ here in Australia is one that needs to be tackled on many fronts throughout the plastics life cycle. 
Significant and ambitious reform is needed to reduce plastic consumption and move towards a circular economy that 
drastically minimises waste and favours sustainable alternatives until plastic pollution is eradicated. This should include 
an economy that values plastic alternatives and recycled plastics - using them as long as possible - over primary 
production of plastics and supported refill models. Australia is home to many innovative and engaged businesses working 
towards the reduction of plastic consumption. Investment and support of these businesses benefits Australia’s economy 

 
2 Plastic Free Foundation and WWF-Australia, op. cit 



 

while tackling plastic pollution throughout the plastics life cycle from upstream solutions including the development of 
biopolymers3 to midstream solutions using new recycling technologies and refill models, and downstream solutions that 
clean-up remaining plastics in the environment.  

In order to achieve the eradication of plastic pollution, the Australian Circular Economy Hub needs to develop a circular 
economy strategy whose framework should incorporate the Sustainable Development Goals and the waste hierarchy, and 
which should include right-to-repair commitments, mandated reduction objectives, and international standards for 
recycling. 

The Australian Government also has the opportunity to continue investing in and expanding programs that have 
demonstrated success in tackling marine debris challenges within Australia. The ReefClean project funded by the 
Australian Government’s Reef Trust and delivered by Tangaroa Blue Foundation in collaboration with numerous partners 
has been successful in removing massive amounts of marine debris from the Great Barrier Reef, documenting these data 
in the Australian Marine Debris Initiative Database, and then using this information to inform source reduction plans that 
address plastic litter at the source. A key feature of the success of ReefClean is the partnership network that developed 
over the course of the program with more than 163 partner organisations working together to solve marine debris and 
plastic pollution in this region to date. The ReefClean program is funded until June 2023; however, the Great Barrier Reef 
is still threated by plastic pollution as recognised in the State of Conservation for Australia’s Great Barrier Reef report4. As 
the Australian Government negotiates the necessary target reductions and upstream control measures for the 
international treaty, they should continue investing in tackling this issue domestically through ReefClean and we would 
also recommend they expand the successful actions being delivered through ReefClean nationally. To ensure data 
harmonisation and evidence-based and informed plastics policy the data from a continued and expanded program should  
input into the Australian Marine Debris Initiative Database.  

It is essential that bold reforms such as these are accompanied by comprehensive public education and awareness 
strategies to ensure they are effective in achieving their goals. Consumers, both public and industry members, are more 
likely to engage with and support these reforms if they understand the circular economy principles and their purpose. 
When Tangaroa Blue Foundation develops source reduction plans based on the data in the Australian Marine Debris 
Initiative Database, we ensure that public education and awareness campaigns are a priority. In addition, consumers 
need to be aware of their responsibilities and obligations under any current, proposed or introduced laws.  

Question 5: What opportunities does an international treaty on plastic pollution present for your organisation or 
industry? For example, are there potential new market opportunities?  

Tangaroa Blue Foundation has been documenting and recording litter in the Australian environment since 2004 and more 
than 77% of recorded litter items are plastic and, in some regions, more than 90% of the litter removed is from 
international sources. An international treaty on plastic pollution provides a critical opportunity to develop a coordinated 
plan to reduce plastics entering the environment from both domestic and international sources which negatively impact 
wildlife, ecosystems, and human health. Environmental impacts of plastic pollution are well documented in the scientific 
literature and without legal binding policy interventions such as this treaty, these impacts are likely to compound.  

International collaboration and treaties are particularly important when tackling plastic pollution in Pacific region coastal 
environments because much of the plastic in the environment arrives via the ocean and therefore individual countries 
cannot stop plastic at the source. In addition to bold reduction target measures to stop plastic at the source, this treaty 

 
3 https://www.uluu.com.au/; https://greatwrap.com.au/ 
4 https://www.awe.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/gbr-state-party-report.pdf 
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can provide opportunities to develop recycling capabilities that can utilise the plastic litter removed in clean-ups across 
Australia to create new products and further contribute to Australia’s circular economy. 

We highly recommend that the Australian Government join the High Ambition Coalition to end plastic pollution, being led 
by the Governments of Rwanda and Norway to ensure that the plastics treaty strives to deliver the most effective global 
treaty possible, supporting: 

1. Common global rules 
2. Turning off the plastics tap 
3. The end of plastic pollution by 2040 

Question 6: What risks or issues does an international treaty on plastic pollution present for your organisation or 
industry?  

The most significant risk of this treaty is a lack of globally coordinated action and a treaty model that follows the Paris 
agreement rather than the Montreal protocol. The Montreal protocol’s success in shrinking the hole in the ozone layer is 
attributed to international targets that progressively reduced the ozone depleting substances; however, the Paris 
agreement left individual countries to determine their own national greenhouse gas emissions and has limited success5. 
Urgent international action is needed to address plastic pollution and maintaining the status quo will not be enough thus 
we recommend a strong international treaty that is modelled similarly to the Montreal protocol.   

Tangaroa Blue Foundation identifies a weak and compromised international treaty as the biggest risk for our organisation. 
Ensuring that the required framework to turn of the plastics tap is designed will enable organisations like Tangaroa Blue 
Foundation support and deliver on national and international targets that reduce plastic pollution in an integrated way, 
maximising investment, effort and resourcing. 

Question 7: What approaches (e.g., regulations, management measures, policy tools, standards) do you believe 
would have the greatest benefit to help curb the negative impact of plastic pollution on the environment?  

This treaty should consider global measures, policies, and standards, including ambitious target reduction measures, for 
plastic types prone to leakage into the environment and those that cause the most harm when leaked. Plastic is 
ubiquitous in the marine environment and there are heavy tolls on wildlife including physical damage and starvation in 
animals that ingest plastics, impacts on reproduction in turtles, and injuries or death from entanglement in plastic marine 
debris6. Reduction of consumption of all plastics, sustainable alternatives, and circular economy and refilling principles 
would all greatly benefit the environment.  

Of these, are there any that you feel need to be agreed at a global level to be effective (rather than being 
implemented domestically)? 

Plastic pollution is a global problem and thus effective solutions need to occur throughout the plastics lifecycle and be 
global in nature.  International policies that work towards the reduction and elimination of plastics, follow the circular 
economy principles including sustainable alternatives and recycled content, and global standards on waste management 
and recycling technologies will all contribute to the success in tackling the ‘plastics problem’.  

 
5 https://theconversation.com/plastic-waste-treaty-expert-qanda-on-the-promise-of-a-global-agreement-to-reduce-pollution-
178446#:~:text=A%20plastics%20agreement%20is%20likely,face%20legal%20and%20financial%20sanctions.  
6 https://www.biologicaldiversity.org/campaigns/ocean_plastics/ 
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Concluding comments 

We appreciate the Australian government’s commitment to addressing plastic pollution domestically through the 
development of a circular economy strategy and internationally through development of the plastics treaty. This is an 
important opportunity for Australia to play an active leadership role in developing an ambitious and effective international 
treaty that will align with the planned domestic reform in relation to plastics.   


