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Single-use plastic 
bag (HDPE)

1 use = 

Bag for life plastic 
bag (LDPE)

Use 5-10 times

Durable plastic 
bag (PP)

Use 10-20 times

Single-use paper 
bag

Use 4-8 times

Reusable cotton 
bag

Use 50-150 times

Number of times to reuse alternative bags to match environmental impact of single-use plastic bag
Data from: United Nations Environment Programme (2020). Single-use plastic bags and their alternatives - Recommendations from Life Cycle Assessments





Overview
• About plastics

• Introducing Plastic-Free July

• Actions we can take

• Discussion and questions



What are plastics?

▪ Synthetic or semi-synthetic polymers

▪ Short for thermoplastic = mouldable using heat

▪ Organic compounds
▪ just like wood, paper or wool

▪ Made from natural materials
▪ mainly crude oil or natural gas, but also coal, salt (all non-renewable 

resources) and cellulose (renewable resource)

Data sources: https://theconversation.com/the-world-of-plastics-in-numbers-100291 and https://www.plasticseurope.org/en/about-plastics/what-are-plastics

https://theconversation.com/the-world-of-plastics-in-numbers-100291
https://www.plasticseurope.org/en/about-plastics/what-are-plastics


Different types of plastic resins
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The good, the bad and the ugly…

• Leaching

• Cheap to make virgin

• Production increasing

• Many superfluous single use items

• Persistent waste – taking many 100s of years to breakdown

• Recyclable

• Low emissions

• Additives

• Polymers degrade



Core Principles for the Recyclability of 
Plastics

https://www.bpf.co.uk/design/recyclability-by-design.aspx



Do you know what happens to your 
waste?

https://laportal.wrap.org.uk/benchmark/east-riding-of-yorkshire-council-YrkpgZ75B6
https://laportal.wrap.org.uk/benchmark/kingston-upon-hull-city-council-6R9G08vGEe


Data from: https://wrap.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-11/WRAP-National%20municipal%20waste%20composition_%20England%202017.pdf

Household and commercial waste and recycling composition estimates for England, 2017 (tonnes)

https://wrap.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-11/WRAP-National%20municipal%20waste%20composition_%20England%202017.pdf


https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/plastic-waste-per-capita


Geyer, Jambeck & Law (2017) ‘Production, use, and fate of all plastics ever made.’ Science Advances DOI: 10.1126/sciadv.1700782

http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.1700782


So what is ‘Plastic-free July®’

• Global movement

• Encourage the move away from single-use

• To reduce plastics pollution

• So we can have cleaner streets, oceans

and communities





What should we do as a society?

• Government policy:
• Ban on microbeads in cosmetics (US in 2015, UK in 2018), ban on sale 

of straws, cotton-buds and drink stirrers (UK April 2021)

• Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR)
• The UK plastics industry pays towards recycling costs via Packaging 

Recovery Notes (PRNs)

• System needs reform as virgin plastics still more economical than 
recyclable plastics

• Plastic packaging is changing – to become more recyclable



What can we do as individuals?

We have already made an impact

• Public campaigns have already had an impact
• Government policy (previous slide)

• Individual behaviour changes
• Carrying reusable bottles, coffee cups and bags is common and 

single-use plastic bag usage has dropped (83% fewer bags issued 
2016/17 compared to 2014)

• Recycling is increasing

Reflect & Self 
Assess

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/carrier-bag-charge-summary-of-data-in-england/single-use-plastic-carrier-bags-charge-data-in-england-for-2016-to-2017
https://www.earthday.org/plastic-pollution-calculator-2/
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Discuss

Which swaps…

…do you 
already do?

…would you 
like to 
implement?

…would you 
not be willing 
to do?
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https://borrow.libraryofstuff.co.uk/
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https://openlittermap.com/
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https://www.recyclenow.com/local-recycling
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Time until no infectious virus could be recovered on different surfaces
Using data from: Chin et al. (2020) DOI: 10.1016/S2666-5247(20)30003-3

Surgical mask

+7 Days

Plastic

7 Days

Cloth

2 Days

Paper

3 Hours
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Be a good ancestor

Responsible living should be second 
nature, akin with wearing a seatbelt when 
in a car



Questions?



Thank you for 
listening

Clare Collins
@ClareyCollins

C.Collins-2019@hull.ac.uk


