
SUPS- No One Wants
a One Hit Wonder!
In an economy where we can afford to
make daily purchasing decisions relatively
freely, it is time to face the music. There is
no excuse to be using Single Use Plastic
(SUP).

1. What is an SUP?
2. How do we manage plastic waste?
3. Mechanical Recycling
4. How much plastic is actually

recycled?
5. Can we kick it?
6. Where is all the SUP now?

1. What is an SUP?
We know that single use plastic is definitely
not good. So why can’t we kick this plastic
addiction? Well, the unfortunate truth is
that singleuse plastic is too good. It doesn’t
have to be, but we maintain cycles where
we have consistently made SUPs the best
option.

Single use plastic as defined by
GreenPeace, is plastic that is disposable. It
may seem somewhat of an ironic
definition, seeing that everything is

disposable. While that is true, what makes
the single use-ness of single use plastic
unique is the fact that it is designed to be
thrown away. If your plastic fork, despite
being recyclable, lacks appeal beyond its
immediate use as your weapon of choice
on a Wednesday afternoon- its a SUP. The
convenience of the single use plastic is its
appeal in urban environments like Hong
Kong- a reality that we need to dismantle.

The mentality we are explicating is the
constant thrum of demand for SUPs. In
Hong Kong, we use over 1 billion plastic
straws per annum . We have a population1

of less than 8 million people, so this
statistic is catastrophic. The production of
plastic straws would cease to exist if the
demand wasn’t there, and this is the same
for all plastic food packaging. We present
an opportunity to change demand in a way
that suits urban lifestyles and
consumption habits. 2

2. How do we manage plastic waste?
There are a few highly common, and highly
terrible methods of managing plastic waste.

The first, and most common is landfilling:
 Landfilling is the process of taking all of
the plastic that is discarded and hiding it in
a giant pit, where it is out of sight and
used to be, out of mind. Hong Kong has
been experiencing a crisis of a lack of
landfill space, which has been met with a
new landfill built in the South East New
Territories- this landfill space is projected
to meet the city’s waste disposal
requirements by 2030.

2 GreenPeace, 2021, Everything you should know about single-use
plastic

1 Tsang 2020 ‘A Microplastic Ocean’ HKU
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Unfortunately, this is not a relieving
addition to the waste management issue
in Hong Kong. The leaching of toxic
chemicals which results from the
comingling of waste into the water
streams is a major public health concern.
Landfill dumping is even more
disappointing when you consider that this
“waste” is actually valuable raw materials
and resources that we have rendered
irredeemable.

The runner up for second-most terrifying
plastic management technique is:
Incineration

This waste management technique is
exactly as the name suggests. The plastic in
the municipal waste stream is extracted and
thrown into an open fire to be turned into
toxic air pollution. It is popular amongst
developing nations and developed nations
alike, which is an issue seeing as 12% of all
waste is plastic & 40% of all waste is burned
. You can expect a wide variety of toxic3

chemicals to be released into the
atmosphere.

3. Mechanical Recycling
It is a commendable idea that we attempt
to make the waste stream a closed loop
cycle. Mechanical recycling is the form of
recycling that represents 99% of plastic
recycling scenarios. Theoretically, plastic
should be able to be repurposed
mechanically without too much detriment
to the quality of the original product.
However this process is highly
cost-ineffective, when one skims the
burden of sorting, transporting, collecting
and actual recycling operations, this is

3 (53 Wilson)

inefficient in even the most developed
countries. Therefore producers opt for
virgin plastics rather than recycled. In any
event, to repurpose recycled plastic
requires some virgin plastic input to
maintain the quality of the end product.

4. How much plastic is actually recycled?
A 2021 paper published in Hong Kong
revealed that only 15% of the 400 million
tonnes of plastic produced annually, are
actually being recycled. Despite this, the
rate of plastic production continues to
accelerate . We know that plastic production4

has never been greater than it is at present,
and we know that less than 10% of plastic
throughout world history has been recycled.
Therefore we need something more
efficient and effective than mechanical
recycling techniques, in order to be
sustainable. We need to escape our plastic
addiction.

5. Can we kick it?
Despite all of the anti-plastic sentiments
that become increasingly frequent, global
plastic production only accelerates. And the
reality is, that most of this plastic is single
use. Why would we continue to endorse and
use such a terrifying product? It is useful,
and we have been historically reliant on it.
For some context, plastic was discovered as
useful in 1907 and by the 1950s it had
become a major asset to commercial
development . Beyond straws and cups, we5

have been reliant on plastic within the
majority of our endeavours. We use plastic
in automobiles, electronics, medical

5 McCuler Matthew, 2021, “Everything you should know
about single use plastic”

4 Wilson Uzochukwu Eze, Reginald Umunakwe, Henry
Chinedu Obasi, Michael Ifeanyichukwu Ugbaja, Cosmas
Chinedu Uche, Innocent Chimezie Madufor. Plastics waste
management: A review of pyrolysis technology
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equipment, even in COVID-19 plastic has
been instrumental in personal protective
equipment . It is not so simple to kick,6

because we have made plastic so useful to
us.

To put forth a statement that may be
controversial - not all plastic is bad. We do
need plastic, but not in the way you would
think. Plastic is integral to medical
procedures such as prosthesis, and are
incorporated into many other aspects of
the industry to alleviate pain . However,7

there is no excuse for SUPs and
particularly no excuse for SUPs in our food
packaging.

6. Where is all the SUP now?
Mechanical recycling only delays the
process of plastic inevitably polluting the
environment, and it does not lessen the
scale of detriment. Single use plastics
throughout history are mostly in landfills,
which is a major issue seeing as we are
running out of landfill space, and quickly.

7 Czigány T, Ronkay F (2020) The coronavirus and plastics.
Express Polym Lett 14: 510–511.

6 Czigány T, Ronkay F (2020) The coronavirus and plastics.
Express Polym Lett 14: 510–511.

Beyond this, there are a plethora of health
risks associated with plastic waste
management, where the most effective
management strategy at present:
mechanical recycling, is at best feeble for
plastics.

79% of all plastic ever created is in a landfill,
and only 9% in total has been recycled. And
this is only a delay toward the landfill !8

The plastics industry constantly defends
against the public criticism that it
experiences, yet plastics are being
produced at a rate that is categorically
exponential. If we are going to eradicate
single use plastic once and for all, we need
to change consumer demands. Plastic, and
particularly SUPs, has no place in our food
packaging.

8 McCuler Matthew, 2021, “Everything you should know
about single use plastic”
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