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Foreword

 
By Dr. Charlotte de Fontaubert, World Bank

We are pleased to be associated with the publication of these reports on the circular economy in 
the island states of Africa and of the Indian Ocean, which aim at accelerating a development that 
respects the environment and that is resilient to climate change. These documents, produced by the 
Indian Ocean Commission (IOC) as part of the implementation of the sub-component AIODIS of the 
second project on the Governance of fisheries and shared growth in the South-West Indian Ocean 
(SWIOFish2), deal with three important aspects of circular economy in the AIODIS countries: (i) the 
state of the circular economy, (ii) the questions of intellectual property with regard to innovative 
projects and (iii) the prevention, reduction and control measures of marine plastic pollution.

The World Bank has supported, since 2015, the countries of Africa and of the South-West Indian 
Ocean to meet the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the United Nations. To this end, we help 
several countries in their transition to a more sustainable ocean economy (SDG 14). The principle 
of blue economy is precisely a sustainable use of marine resources to stimulate economic growth, 
livelihoods and employment, while preserving the health of the ocean ecosystems. In that sense, the 
World Bank finances regional programmes on fisheries management in the islands of the Pacific, the 
Caribbean, West Africa and South-West Indian Ocean. It is in this context that lies our SWIOFish2 
project in coordination with the IOC.

The first objective of the project is to assist these States to grasp and to increase the economic, social 
and environmental advantages of blue economy. This can be achieved by improving the management 
of their marine resources, namely by limiting the depletion of the fish stocks. This is also possible 
through an increase in alternative livelihood activities for targeted fishermen, and a reinforced regional 
cooperation in this sector. 

With the sustainability of these resources under serious threat, addressing the sources of these 
multiple and interconnected threats requires us to rethink our entire economy. From the World Bank’s 
perspective, this is why we are committed to supporting these states in their journey towards a circular 
economy that is best described as a restorative or regenerative industrial system by intent and design.

We are confident that by pooling their experiences and their initiatives through the  AIODIS cooperation 
mechanism, these States will be able to better face their common challenges. Overcoming these 
challenges will require the use of sufficient technical and financial means coming from institutional 
frameworks and infrastructure conducive to the development of a circular economy. Thus, it was 
essential to identify them for each country, so as to set up the foundations of a framework that is 
adapted to different socio-economic contexts. Endowed with this new knowledge, we can henceforth 
move forward together towards a circular economy that brings sustainable and inclusive growth 
opportunities.
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Foreword 

Plastic: a marker of our times and a responsibility for action

By Prof. Vêlayoudom Marimoutou,  
Secretary General of the Indian Ocean Commission

 
‘‘The obligation to suffer gives us the right to know.’’ 

Jean Rostand

 
Biologist Commoner draws our attention on one of the characteristics of human action: “its capacity 
to produce materials that cannot be found in nature”, and therefore “to introduce in the system 
substances that are utterly unknown to it”. The great circular economy of nature, in which “nothing is 
lost, but everything is transformed”, is more and more upset and disturbed by human manoeuvres.

The Modern world is also a world of pollution and, as Barnosky said in 2014, today “there are few 
places on earth that are not affected by man-made environmental pollutants. It is common to find 
traces of pesticides and industrial pollutants in samples of soil and tree bark of any forest in the world, 
in whales’ fat, in the body of polar bears, in fishes of most of the rivers and oceans”. Pollution has 
become one of the major problems of our times; local or global, of agricultural, industrial or urban 
origin, it contaminates the lands, the waters and the atmosphere, jeopardising the health of the 
ecosystems and thereupon that of humans.

Plastic is emblematic of pollution in general

In 2016, J. Zalasiewikz and his colleagues propose to use plastic as an emblematic signature of 
the general pollution of the Earth’s ecosystem characterising the Anthropocene epoch. Plastics are 
polymers manufactured from petrochemicals, although some are made from cellulose (8% of petrol 
extracted on the planet, half as raw material). Adapted to multiples uses, plastic impresses with its 
theoretical capacity to infinite recycling and to the promise of saving natural resources, and because of 
its hygienic qualities which led to its adoption in pharmacies and hospitals. From the 1950s onwards, 
it has grown with mass consumption, on the back of synthetic materials and on the rising production 
of disposable items. It has rapidly become an essential component of electronics and informatics.

Despite its theoretical infinite recycling capacity, we are far from the mark: it is estimated that 50% 
is recycled or converted into energy (pyrolysis), the proportion recycled being 15% to 25% in Europe 
and less than 5% in the USA. We therefore have an idea of the amount of plastic debris dispersed 
each year, in the form of fragments smaller than 5 mm, or even nano plastics, in the environment. 
Lightweight, easily transported by wind or water, plastic debris has invaded the entire planet, including 
the oceans, where it is dispersed from the surface to the bottom of ocean basins. The lightest plastics 
form areas of highest concentration around the 5 major ocean gyres.  They represent a total of 25,000 
tonnes of floating debris on the sea surface.
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Invasion, resistance and toxicity

The problem posed by this pollution is two-fold. 

The first is its resistance. Depending on their composition, the degradation of plastics takes between 
50 years and 5 centuries, or even millennia for debris to sink to the deep seabed. If we take into 
account both this resistance to degradation and the 5 to 13 million tonnes of debris that reach the 
world’s oceans each year, we can see the scale of the problem we are building. And according to 
B. Montsaignon, ‘bioplastics’ cannot provide a real solution: their manufacture from plant materials 
does not guarantee the biodegradability of polymers, and moreover it increases industrial pressure 
on agricultural land; as for those that are claimed to be compostable or fragmentable, they are still 
derived from petrochemical products. 

Second is its toxicity: 50% of the chemical components of plastics are classified as hazardous by the 
United Nations classification system for chemicals. Studies have also shown the ability of additives used 
in PVC to pass into the human bloodstream, as well as the carcinogenic risks of certain components 
of PVC, polystyrene, polyurethane and polycarbonate. Similarly, biologists have warned of the risks 
that plastic debris poses to fauna, from micro-organisms to whales or seabirds, which are part of the 
food chain right up to our plate.

Rethinking the models, blue and circular

So, what should we do?

Regeneration, reinvention and restoration form a new framework for action to (re)think our strategies, 
to innovate and to provide solutions to this global challenge, which raises significant local issues in 
island territories. It is not a question of going to war against plastic, which has proved to be a useful, 
practical and inexpensive material. It is a question of analysing our relationship with this material, of 
defining new ways of consuming and producing it, and of developing innovative ways of disposing of 
it and reducing the pollution generated on our coasts and at sea.

To address the multifaceted challenge of marine plastic pollution in the islands of Africa and the Indian 
Ocean, the IOC and the World Bank, through the AIODIS component of the IOC-SWIOFish2 project, 
are publishing three studies on i) the state of the art of the circular economy, ii) intellectual property 
issues on innovative projects and iii) measures to prevent, reduce and control marine plastic pollution. 
We hope that they will prove useful to policy makers, entrepreneurs, and developers in the blue and 
circular economy sectors.
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Introduction

 
This is a background study for prevention, reduction and control of marine plastic pollution in Africa 
Indian Ocean Developing Island States (AIODIS). The AIODIS included in the study are: Cape Verde, 
Comoros, Guinea Bissau, Madagascar, Maldives, Mauritius, São Tomé and Seychelles. La Réunion is 
a member of the AIODIS group, but is not included in the study. The study has a particular focus on 
development of sensitisation strategies and the role of the circular economy. 

Part I summarises global and regional characteristics of marine plastic pollution (MPP). It describes 
the complexity of the MPP problem and the challenges facing governments, industries and consumers. 
It describes the scale of the problem, the nature of plastics, the structure of the plastics economy 
and global trade in plastics. It quantifies the impacts on economies and on the environment and on 
biodiversity. Part I sets out the problem of MPP in the context of international law, describes initiatives 
to build an international convention to prevent, reduce and control plastic waste, and briefly describes 
actions under two regional seas conventions.

Part II addresses marine plastic pollution in AIODIS and builds on inputs from AIODIS stakeholders 
through Country Working Papers.

Part III describes the range of approaches and initiatives to prevent, reduce and control marine 
plastic pollution, with specific reference to the circular economy, to building awareness and to the 
challenges in AIODIS and small/ island economies.

The report sets out and builds on several conclusions:

 � a clear understanding of the integrated nature of the problem of MPP is important for development 
of a national action plan to combat MPP

 � public awareness of the problem is fundamental to building the political willingness for actions, as 
actions can incur costs for consumers, for businesses, for local authorities and to public finance

 � consumers and businesses need to be engaged through stakeholder consultation and participation

 � MPP is part of a more general waste management problem, in particular, the management of 
urban solid waste and waste generated by shipping and fisheries activities

 � governments will require coherent policies, regulatory measures, public support for waste 
management, incentives for changes in consumer and business behaviours and support for 
innovation in and adoption of the circular economy in the business community

 � in the AIODIS, national resources and efforts may need to be supplemented by external financial 
resources, including for private sector investment and technologies 

 � national actions should ideally be complemented with regional and global actions to be effective, 
as the problem of MPP is global, requiring actions across sectors and economies

 � given the small size of many AIODIS economies, actions to combat MPP can benefit from a 
regional approach on trade in plastics and plastic waste which may generate the economies of 
scale and opportunities for a circular economy approach.

This report is a companion report for other reports to be prepared under this project. These other 
reports will examine the role of the circular economy in addressing plastic waste and plastic pollution 
in more detail and will also examine intellectual property rights, particularly those associated with 
circular economy technologies and initiatives.  
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Executive Summary

This work is financed by the World Bank under the ‘Promotion of African & Indian Ocean Island 
Developing States Blue Economy’ component of the regional ‘South West Indian Ocean Fisheries 
Governance and Shared Growth Project’ (SWIOFish2). The component is managed by the Indian 
Ocean Commission.

Figure 1.  How plastic pollutes the marine environment

Source: Grid Arendal, Riccardo Pavettoni
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Key Messages

The objective of the study is to compile and present information on key aspects of marine plastic 
pollution to enable AIODIS to consider national and regional actions to combat marine plastic pollution 
with particular emphasis on awareness and the circular economy.

A.  What is the Marine Plastic Pollution problem?

1. Marine Plastic Pollution (MPP) is growing in AIODIS and worldwide. There are numerous social, 
economic and environmental impacts. The impacts are complex, cumulative, largely irreversible 
and difficult to quantify.

2. MPP results in estimated global losses of over $2 billion/year. The losses are disproportionately 
suffered by island economies. Losses for AIODIS have not been estimated but are considered 
significant, particularly for tourism, public health and the cumulative loss of ecosystem function.

3. MPP is part of a more general solid waste management (SWM) problem, in particular the 
management of urban solid waste and waste generated by shipping and fisheries.

4. Global, regional and national actions are not significantly halting or reversing global MPP.

5. Multiple actions across the entire plastics value chain with greater commitments by business 
stakeholders and concerted international actions are considered fundamental to effectively prevent, 
reduce and control MPP. 

B. How are AIODIS combatting Marine Plastic Pollution?

1. Countries are developing increasing awareness of ‘the plastics problem’. All AIODIS have introduced 
restrictions on single-use-plastic bags. All countries have beach clean-up activities.

2. Only one country has a comprehensive action plan on MPP.

3. Only South Asia has a regional action plan on marine debris.

4. There are no regionally binding measures on MPP and no regional agreements facilitating sustainable 
trade in plastic waste.

5. The implementation and effectiveness of the two existing regional protocols on land-based sources 
of marine pollution has not been evaluated in relation to MPP.

6. All countries face technical, resourcing and institutional fragmentation challenges with respect to 
SWM. Deficient solid waste management (SWM) is the major cause of MPP.

7. There is limited business engagement in combatting MPP. Circular economy initiatives and extended 
producer responsibility schemes are in their infancy.
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Executive Summary

C. What more can be done to prevent, reduce and control MPP?

National actions 

1. Countries can develop implement comprehensive national MPP action plans.

2. The plan should be an integral part of the national SWM plan, engage stakeholders across the 
plastics value chain, link to the national vision, the SDGs, and to relevant national environmental, 
social and economic initiatives.

3. The plan should have a strong regional cooperation component and address trade issues.

Regional actions

1. MPP requires global and regional cooperative efforts, as the problem and the solutions are beyond 
the capabilities of single countries.

2. Actions at all levels will benefit from enhanced regional cooperation.

3. Ideally, regional action plans should be prepared with effective engagement of the regional 
economic communities and organisations.

4. A regional action plan should include a trade dimension, help access resources and finance, and 
help establish a regional position on MPP.

5. Ideally, the action plan should foster development of a binding agreements on measures to combat 
MPP.
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