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From pollution
to solution:
are we there

yet?

Plastic use has grown and so have the
environmental concerns. Plastic can
be seen everywhere in our natural
environment and it is directly affecting
millions of people’s livelihoods, food
production capabilities and social
well-being. We must act now.

By Tongai Kunorubwe

The scale of global plastic
pollution is significant
and growing. It has gone
from a de minimis quantity
prior to 1950 to a
staggering 60 million tons
in 2020. Regrettably, less
than 10% of plastic waste
is ever recycled, with most
plastic waste discarded or
incinerated.! The challenge
of discarded plastic waste
has proven to be pervasive,
with plastic debris found
in the deepest part of the
world’s ocean including
the Marina Trench,? and
embedded in snow and
water in the world’s
highest peaks, including
on Mount Everest.’

A further challenge with
discarded plastic is that it
takes between 20-500 (not
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to decompose.*
Unfortunately, even then
it does not vanish, but
simply gets broken down
into smaller and smaller
particles. Current scientific
research shows that
concerningly these
smaller particles are
increasingly ending up in
human blood, where a
recent peer reviewed study
showed these to be present
in around 80% of people
assessed’: in the placentas
of human babies® and
embedded in human lung
tissue’.

In parallel, plastic is a
material contributor to
greenhouse gases (GHG)
emission and climate
change. The production,
conversion and waste
management of plastic
generates about 4% of
GHG emissions. Of these,
90% can be qualified to
the production and
conversion stage of the
plastics lifecycle.

Impact on marine life
Marine plastic pollution is
increasingly recognised as
a significant threat to
marine ecosystems,
including phytoplankton,
which are the foundation
of the marine food web.

If phytoplankton are
affected by plastic
pollution, it can have
cascading effects through
the food web, impacting
the species that feed on
them and the overall
health of marine eco-
systems.

Plastic in the ocean breaks
down into microplastics,
which are small plastic
pieces less than 5mm long,
that are swallowed by a
wide range of marine
organisms. They made up
88% of global plastic
leakage to the environ-
ment in 2019, around 20
million metric tons,
polluting all ecosystems.
When phytoplankton
encounter these conta-
minated microplastics,
they can absorb these
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‘We need to be
intentional in helping
crowd in capital into this
mission critical area’

toxic substances, which
can affect their growth
and reproduction.

An estimated 300,000
whales, dolphins, and
porpoises a year die from
ghost nets.® A recent study
done by University of
Exeter found that all
seven species of sea turtle
from the Atlantic and
Pacific Oceans and the
Mediterranean Sea had
traces of microplastics in
their gut.® Plastic debris
is said to cause the deaths
of more than a million
seabirds each year."

In a meta study
conducted across over
100 scientifically robust
studies on fish and plastic
ingestion among 508 fish
species, over two-thirds
of these had records of
plastic ingestion.!!
Explicitly, fish often
mistake small plastic
pieces, such as pellets,
for food, with often
catastrophic conse-
quences.

Plan of action

The increasing impact
from marine litter has
created international
concern over the effect on
marine ecosystems. Whilst
quite clearly much more
needs to be done, as the
scale of the plastic
pollution challenge is
increasingly understood,
we have started to see
some signs of global
co-operation aim to
tackle plastic pollution.
As illustrative, in March
2022, the United Nations

Environment Assembly
adopted a historic
resolution to develop an
international, legally
binding instrument with
the ambition to complete
negotiations by the end of
2024.12

Ultimately, cleaning up
plastic pollution from
marine environments is
a costly and ongoing
process. The degradation
of marine ecosystems
results in the loss of
valuable services such as
carbon sequestration,
water purification, and
coastal protection, which
have significant economic
implications. Despite the
scale of the challenge, we
cannot be discouraged
and in fact we need to be
intentional in helping
crowd in capital into this
mission critical area.

Latterly, we have started
to see unique capital
market backed solutions,
where the bond market
for example brings its
heft towards funding
resilient plastic waste
collection and recycling
projects, in this instance
through contingent
payout instruments.

A recent exciting example
is the World Bank’s plastic
waste reduction-linked
bond.

Climate change, the
biodiversity challenge,
and plastic pollution are
among the most pressing
environmental challenges
of the 21st century.
Addressing these issues

requires systematic
thinking and comprehen-
sive joined-up strategies.
Collective efforts from
governments, businesses,
and individuals are
essential to mitigate these
environmental threats. B
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Disclaimer

This material is being furnished for general infor-
mational and/or marketing purposes only. The
material does not constitute or undertake to give
advice of any nature, including fiduciary invest-
ment advice, nor is it intended to serve as the
primary basis for an investment decision. Pros-
pective investors are recommended to seek in-
dependent legal, financial and tax advice before
making any investment decision. T. Rowe Price
group of companies including T. Rowe Price As-
sociates, Inc. and/or its affiliates receive revenue
from T. Rowe Price investment products and
services. Past performance is not a reliable indi-
cator of future performance. The value of an in-
vestment and any income from it can go down
as well as up. Investors may get back less than
the amount invested. The material does not con-
stitute a distribution, an offer, an invitation, a
personal or general recommendation or solicita-
tion to sell or buy any securities in any jurisdicti-
on or to conduct any particular investment acti-
vity. The material has not been reviewed by any
regulatory authority in any jurisdiction. Informa-
tion and opinions presented have been obtained
or derived from sources believed to be reliable
and current; however, we cannot guarantee the
sources’ accuracy or completeness. There is no
guarantee that any forecasts made will come to
pass. The views contained herein are as of the
date noted on the material and are subject to
change without notice; these views may differ
from those of other T. Rowe Price group compa-
nies and/or associates. Under no circumstances
should the material, in whole or in part, be co-
pied or redistributed without consent from T.
Rowe Price. The material is not intended for use
by persons in jurisdictions which prohibit or res-
trict the distribution of the material and in cer-
tain countries the material is provided upon spe-
cific request. It is not intended for distribution to
retail investors in any jurisdiction. EEA—Unless
indicated otherwise this material is issued and
approved by T. Rowe Price (Luxembourg) Ma-
nagement S.a r.l. 35 Boulevard du Prince Henri
L-1724 Luxembourg which is authorised and re-
gulated by the Luxembourg Commission de Sur-
veillance du Secteur Financier. For Professional
Clients only. 202407-3745783. Adapted version of
previous T. Rowe Price publication.
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SUMMARY

The scale of global plastic
pollution is significant and
growing.

Marine plastic pollution is
increasingly recognised as a
significant threat to marine
ecosystems.

Collective efforts from
governments, businesses,
and individuals are
essential to mitigate these
environmental threats.
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