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Executive Summary
Plastics is one of the most commonly utilized materials 
across the globe. However, its utilization poses risks to 
human and environmental health. To combat the chal-
lenges associated with the manufacture, utilization, and 
disposal of plastics, a transition towards circular plastics 
economy is integral, with a global aim to reduce, reuse 
and recycle all plastics. 

This transition to circular plastic economy should be 
made across the entire plastics value chain, i.e., at the 
upstream (manufacture), midstream (utilization), and 
downstream (disposal) of the plastics value chain, in or-
der to bring about circular design, production, utilization, 
and waste management. 

A number of studies have addressed the downstream phases of plastics, suggesting that 
the upstream and midstream phases have majorly been neglected. Therefore, there is a 
wide opportunity to document the interplay of various elements at the upstream and mid-
stream levels of the plastics value chain. 

In this information package, the UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji presents unusual and untapped 
forms of insights that can inform of the pain points and as well identify potential levers of 
change to help counter the plastics crisis facing the globe today, in particular the Pacific 
region. 

Using methods of community research and ethnography, the UNDP Accelerator Lab in Fiji 
over a period of 8+ months fully immersed in the plastics circularity and waste manage-
ment domain along the plastics value chain in Fiji and in Vanuatu by harnessing on ethno-
graphic method of participant observation as principal research instrument, supported by 
semi-structured interviews, Pacific Talanoa sessions, informal conversations, attendance in 
formal event gatherings, virtual ethnography, and through formal interviews.  

The ethnographic data presented in this information package captures insights from the 
stakeholders along the whole plastics value chain in the Pacific. It provides micro-narratives 
of lived realities of stakeholders into the complexities of the current global plastics chal-
lenge facing humanity and the environment and helps in identifying potential entry points 
for a systemically designed portfolio of interventions to overcome the difficulties around the 
manufacture, utilization and disposal of plastics. 

Levan Bouadze
Resident Representative
UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji
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Foreword
Across the globe, circular plastic economy is gaining mo-
mentum, with more nations, businesses, and international 
associations advocating for and developing strategies to 
transitioning to circular economies. Circular plastic econ-
omy is put forward as a viable alternative to the existing 
systems where plastics are produced, used, and discard-
ed, with a major focus on re-using and recycling plastics, 
drawing them back into the system.

The premise on which plastics circular economy lies is on 
its potential to contribute to less plastics being downcy-
cled, landfilled, or incinerated, therefore contributing to 
making plastics wastes a resource for new products in a 
system which reuses material wastes created during the 

production process for additional products, as well as using the recycled products to create 
new items, enforcing a closed-loop production and consumption system.

Like elsewhere in the globe, transitioning towards a circular plastics economy in the Pacific 
will require radical transformation in the plastics circularity and waste management realm, 
for example moving away from traditional approaches or solutions such as household waste 
segregation, whilst important, however its impacts are minimal and such interventions are 
short-lived and more downstream focused. As a matter of fact, such interventions on its 
own cannot fully combat the challenge, and therefore must be combined with more inno-
vative interventions with other parts of the plastics value chain. For this to be realized, it 
will require the full plastics value chain to be widely explored in order to determine how to 
design, produce, utilize and recycle plastics within the circular economy.

This information package adds an additional dimension to for example the ongoing re-
search, discussions, debates on plastics and its movement across the plastics value chain. 
Apart from the already existing technical and scientific evidence, the insights presented in 
this information package augments anthropological notions of how most actors in the sys-
tem interact with plastics every day.

Through this ethnographic study, we would like to re-emphasize the importance of people 
centered analyses that can help unearth and as well address environmental and global 
health concerns related to plastics in the region. We are hopeful that the insights generated 
will contribute to enhance national and local action by all stakeholders. 

Yemesrach Assefa Workie
Deputy Resident Representative 
UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji
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Methodological Design and Research 
Instruments: Plastics Circularity and Waste 
Management in Fiji and Vanuatu

Introduction

The global production of plastics has skyrocketed in 
the past decades. It has slowly turned into a global 
chaos with nearly the equivalent of one garbage truck 
of plastics dumped into our oceans every minute 
(UNEP: 2022). The plastics crisis, as often called, is 
nothing but a plastics emergency for our small island 
developing states in the Pacific. Our oceans and 
seabed are suffering the plastics plaque, a menace 
that is disturbing our main sources of livelihoods.
 
Regionally, there have been calls made by various 
actors in the plastics ecosystem for global leaders 
to take stronger stance and serious urgent actions 
on the whole life cycle of plastics, to curb the plastic 
challenge facing the world today. 

The Pacific communities are gravely concerned about the environmental, social, cultural, 
economic, human health and food security implications arising from plastic pollution- at 
each stage of its life cycle. If something is not done about the plastics emergency in the 
Pacific now, it will lead to many other consequential catastrophes for the region.

While in western countries plastics circularity and waste management are viewed as two 
different rubrics of the same ecosystem, each having has its own research and development 
space, during the PESTEL and Iceberg mental model workshops conducted with staffs in 
the UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji, we find that both plastics circularity and waste management, 
in the Pacific context, are connected with each other, suggesting that both these topics be 
dissected and explored vis-à-vis each other.

In recognizing that there have already been many studies conducted in the Pacific on 
plastics circularity and waste management, yet there remained vast opportunities to bring 
an additional lens, specifically human centered stories, thus supplementing the existing 
studies with ‘ground-truthed’ realities. Therefore, a customized study involving both 
community research and ethnography was developed by the Lab. The Lab conducted an 
8+ months of community research and ethnography with various actors, ranging from the 
grassroots up to the levels of policy makers and influencers in the plastics circularity and 
waste management realm, in Fiji and in Vanuatu. 

Mohseen Riaz Ud Dean
Head of Community Research 
and Ethnographic 
Solutions Mapping
UNDP Pacific Accelerator Lab 
(Fiji)
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Methodological Design and Research Methods

The Lab fully immersed in the plastics circularity and waste management 
realm by harnessing on ethnographic method of participant observation- 
as principal research instrument, supported by research methods of semi-
structured interviews, Pacific Talanoa sessions, informal conversations, 
attendance in formal event gatherings, virtual ethnography, and through 
formal interviews. 

These research methods helped to: (a) elicit human experiences in the plastics value chain, 
(b) explore and decode the underlying meanings behind plastic waste systems and waste 
management approaches and behaviours, (c) understand feelings and intentions of the 
actors in the plastics and waste management ecosystem to deduce and contribute to logical 
implications for strategic decisions and directions for tackling plastics in the Pacific,  and 
(d) complement and supplement the insights captured from the different methods making 
the data generated more robust and meaningful. Below is how each research instrument 
contributed towards the ethnographic work.

Participant Observation

Participation observation is an important research ingredient of this study design. Carsten 
(2012) calls participant observation as ‘total immersion’ in the field. For this study, I drew 
from my previous work involving participant observation as a research method (Dean: 2019), 
wherein I was positioned as a ‘participant-as-observer’ in the study. 

Simonds et al (2012) state that ethnographic investigative methods such as participant 
observation can offer rich and valuable data on issues lurking behind the scenes of for 
example interviews, questionnaires, and quantified surveys. For this reason, I provided 
participant observation more prominence in the study over other methods, and therefore it 
is discussed comprehensively then other methods below.

In this study, I was positioned as a ‘complete observer’, denoting that I was observing the 
social processes- in our case the behaviors of individuals travelling early mornings in their 
private vehicles from rural Nausori towards Suva in Fiji on Mondays and Thursdays, albeit 
without becoming a part of the process in any way. The participants in the study did not 
realize they were being studied because of my unobtrusiveness. Their behaviors for plastics 
circularity and waste management were observed and recorded.
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Participant Observation Road Stretch

Since early November 2021, every Monday and Thursday I would wake up early around 
4.30am to conduct participant observation of private vehicle owners and their household 
members- most of whom travel from rural areas beyond the Nausori Airport Area, to work 
in the Suva, the Capital city. 

I observed a majority of these vehicles dropping their collected refuse in the early dark 
hours of the mornings at the foot of the rubbish bins installed at the bus stops and on the 
pavements along the stretch of the main highway- the Wainibokasi Road, knowing that 
their refuse would be collected by the Municipal waste collection trucks during the rubbish 
collection days of Monday and Thursday. 

However, as dawn strikes, I observed that many of these bags 
containing refuse are already torn by the now awake stray dogs who 
have started to roam around the highway. Sniffing their way into the 
bags, they tear it open to feed themselves on the food refuse and the 
used diapers of babies.
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Early morning observations on stray dogs and wastes along the Wainibokasi Road, Nausori 
(Photo Credit: UNDP / Mohseen Dean)

Improper placing of garbage bags containing refuse 
(Photo Credit: UNDP / Mohseen Dean)

By the time the municipal waste collection truck arrives to carry out their normal collection 
chores, often after 8am, the scattered pieces of wastes from these garbage bags have 
already found their ways into the surrounding areas, while some others- mostly plastics and 
single-used beverage bottles have already been blown off by the winds or kicked off into 
the drains and waterways by the early morning pavement users, for example some remiss 
school students. 

I also noticed how some residents carelessly leave their garbage bags untied and often 
at the wrong spots expecting that the rubbish collection workers will do it for them. While 
some waste collection workers did ensure that they have collected all the rubbish, others 
were noted to be carefree and unbothered about the mess on the pavements and left it 
unattended moving to the next stops for collection.
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On most days during the week, I also conducted participant observation on school students 
to study how they interacted with their wastes and the environment. While some of them 
did display responsible behaviors towards wastes in general, others (a majority) were laxed 
about it. They were seen to be discarding their wastes carelessly on the pavements, roads 
and at the bus stops.

Semi-structured Interviews

Semi-structured interviews are usually conducted to obtain deep insights into how different 
individuals in a system understand a phenomenon (Rousta et al: 2016). As a research 
method, it can also help draw information about peoples’ situations, collect statements 
about their opinions on topics of interests, and to explore their motivation and experiences 
(Drever: 1995). 

The main aim of conducting semi-structured interviews in the plastics ecosystem was 
to examine what different actors perceived as the most critical challenges with regards 
to plastics in the Pacific, and to understand from them some of the innovations (new 
methodologies, technologies, approaches) that were tested across the Pacific to overcome 
the Plastics crisis in the region. 

Some additional practical questions were also prompted during the semi-structured 
interviews, for example the interviewees were asked to describe some local cultural 
contexts vital to understanding the plastics value chain, what excited them most about the 
future of the plastics field, and to list three things that stakeholders should not do, in terms 
of interventions to the plastic menace. 

Semi-structured interviews with stakeholders
(Photo Credit: UNDP / Marissa Asen)
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The process of conducting the semi-structured interviews 
firstly included stocktaking of various actors in the plastics 
value chain in Fiji and in Vanuatu. An invitation email with 
leading questions for discussion during the interview was 
sent out to prospect interviewees in order to confirm their 
participation from Fiji. A total of 8 individuals confirmed their 
participation. We had conducted one face to face semi-
structured interview while the rest were conducted virtually 
due to the ongoing rise in COVID-19 pandemic cases in the 
country.

During the conduct of interviews, the interviewees were free to discuss their ideas and 
comments and had the flexibility to not answer any questions that they were not comfortable 
with. The interviews lasted from twenty minutes to an hour maximum depending on the 
interviewee’s availability and schedule. With the consent of the interviewees, the face-to-
face interview was otter recorded while virtual ones were both otter and zoom recorded, 
and later transcribed. The interview records were subsequently analyzed to identify key 
words, paragraphs, and themes of interest. 

Pacific Talanoa Sessions

The Pacific Talanoa, as a research method, is a unique way of inquiry that gained momentum 
among indigenous researchers and academics. It is a competing research methodology to 
Eurocentric methods of inquiry frameworks, which often fails to reflect the Pacific region’s 
ethnic diversity and inherent cultural wisdom and belief systems (Thaman: 2003). 

In most Talanoa sessions of inquiry in the Pacific, the researcher and the researched 
population share similar backgrounds (Nabobo-Baba: 2008), however in our case this was 
different as we approached the individuals and local indigenous communities as complete 
outsiders. We approached the participants as professional researchers yet providing them 
with the feel and atmosphere of the full Talanoa decorum during the sessions.

We employed context-specific and Pacific-centric indigenous paradigms and knowledge 
during the Talanoa sessions to advance our understanding of how indigenous communities 
in Vanuatu, mainly those working in professional capacities yet retaining their cultural 
heritages, indigenous knowledge systems and contexts in which they live and operate, can 
potentially lead to transformative approaches and sustainable models for plastics circularity 
and waste management. 

Through Talanoa sessions, we identified how cultural traditions and practices in Vanuatu 
can offer an in-depth understanding of citizens behaviors and responses to the plastics 
crisis in the Pacific. 

The sessions also help afford a deeper appreciation of certain unused Pacific traditional 
knowledge and wisdom that can be rejuvenated to contribute positively to the plastics 
crisis, for example the use of bamboo straws as an alternative to plastic straws, the use of 
handwoven coconut leaves baskets as a replacement for plastic garbage bags, and the use 
of leaves for serving foods on occasions and events.
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Informal Conversations

Informal conversations in the literature have majorly been referred to as ‘natural 
conversations’ (Bernard: 2011), or as ‘unstructured’ interviews (Patton: 2002). However, 
in this study, we regard informal conversation different from natural conversations or 
unstructured interviews which are often loosely organized and are usually pre-arranged by 
the researcher and the researched in terms of time and place, whereby both parties often 
know the topics that they will be discussing. 

In our case, our intentions have been purposive, with participants and the space or place 
where informal conversations taking place often being randomly selected. I casually 
approached some individuals on the streets, took their consent to have conversations on 
our topics of study. Other times, I had brought some individuals to our lab for expanded 
conversations. For example, I had approached a single-use beverage bottle collector to 
gather from him his everyday journey of single-use bottle collection trade and what his 
opinions and views were of people not properly discarding their refuse, especially plastic 
bottles.

Informal conversation with Alipate- the devoted single-use plastic bottle collector
(Photo Credit: UNDP / Mohseen Dean)
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Informal conversation with Janif - the hardworking 
city beautifier (Photo Credit: UNDP / Mohseen Dean)

On other occasions, I would approach for example a sub-contracted labourer in the Capital 
City, Suva to discuss the issue of plastics and improper waste management in the city. We 
would be taking notes from our conversations, mainly focusing on how these individuals 
viewed the plastics circularity and waste management space and what they thought of the 
role of the policy and regulation makers and influencers.

As we spoke to 
different individu-
als, mainly at the 
grassroots levels, 
we realized that 

the problem of improper waste 
management, specifically those 
related to mismanagement of 
plastics wastes are connected to 
bigger challenges facing small 
island states in the Pacific such 
as those related to environmen-
tal stressors, like climate change, 
ecosystem degradation and re-
source use. It would therefore 
be interesting to expand the cur-
rent scope of study to explore in 
the future how these elements 
interact with each other in the 
ecosystem.
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Attendance in Formal Event Gatherings

Attendees at formal event gatherings reflect on their experiences that are provided to them 
by the event organizers. Formal event organizers often ensure that the attendees leave 
the event with experiences that are meaningful and memorable. To this end, the Lab was 
fortunate to have been invited to attend two formal events: one on waste recycling and the 
other on single-use bottle buy back scheme and circularity. 

The staff attending the events on behalf of the lab reflected and deduced key messag-
es from what was staged during the formal events. We took our cue from Liu et al (2017) 
and built on their methodology of researching while attending a formal event as an invited 
guest. During the events, we observed and performed a content analysis of all the elements 
of the event. 

An initiative of Waste Recyclers Fiji (Ltd) on their 
‘Recycling on the Go’ (ROG) programme in partnership 
with Jai Narayan College and Swire Shipping. 
(Photo Credit: UNDP / Marissa Asen)

We took notes of the formal 
speeches and remarks made. We 
spoke to other attendees on top-
ics of mutual interests. In particu-
lar, we placed greater emphasis 
on the displays. We took pictures 
of the displays of interest, and as 
well penned down our reflections 
into a notebook, for decoding 
purposes later.

At the lab, we then analyzed all the 
information captured to derive to 
a set of rough key focal themes, 
constructing a coding frame in-
ductively from the broader range 
of the experiences, reflections 
and displays. In coding them, we 
first reviewed the information cap-
tured and classified them based 
on the dominant foreground fo-
cus of the content, for example 
the waste segregation bins. We 
then checked the event program 
against the display contents, our 
observations, and notes to funnel 
out any misconstructions and to 
arrive at a consensus of final set 
of themes specifically targeting 
plastics circularity.
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(Photo Credit: UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji)

Virtual Ethnography

Virtual ethnography has been defined as a research approach for exploring the social inter-
actions that take place in virtual environments (Given: 2008). Virtual ethnographers conduct 
their research on the World Wide Web to study online communities and culture. Kozinets 
(2006) describes virtual ethnography as “ethnography conducted on the internet; a quali-
tative, interpretive research methodology that adapts the traditional, in-person ethnograph-
ic research techniques of anthropology to the study of online cultures and communities 
formed through computer-mediated communications”. 

As part of virtual ethnography, we utilized social media sites such as Facebook, Twitter, In-
stagram, LinkedIn for accessing and becoming part of conversations on plastics circularity 
and waste management. Firstly, we requested from the admins access to joining different 
pages and groups on plastics circularity and waste management on these social media 
sites as early as November 2021, and since then we have been keeping a track of new in-
ternational, regional, and local developments in Fiji and in Vanuatu on these topics. 

At other times, we have socialized some of the insights that we have been capturing on our 
social media profiles to solicit feedbacks from our circle of connections online. 

Additionally, we constantly kept a look out through the Global Accelerator Lab webpages 
on how our sister Accelerator Labs in the Philippines, Maldives, Vietnam, Pakistan, and 
Bhutan were progressing with plastics circularity and waste management efforts in their 
own Country Offices. We would read their blogs and other online published materials on 
these topics and reflect on the narratives that was developing (UNDP Global Accelerator 
Lab: 2022).
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Formal Interviews

Formal interviews, also known as structured interviews, are 
the most schematized type of interview technique (Stuck-
ey: 2013). In contrast to other interview method types, 
during the formal interviews the interviewer often uses 
a set of predetermined questions- in a set logical order 
(Doody and Noonan: 2013). This is because the researcher 
has already established a clear understanding of the top-
ic at hand. Formal interviews are also appropriate when 
accessing information from very important and influential 
figures in the ecosystem, for example political leaders, in-
dividuals responsible for policy, among others.

Because of the volume of insights that we have captured from the methods described 
above, by now we have already established a clear understanding of the plastics value 
chain and the plastics ecosystem. We then decided to utilize formal interview as the last 
method to source information- from the lens of a statesman, whom apart from his normal 
political duties have been a staunch advocate of proper plastics waste management and 
plastics circularity in the Pacific. 

The insights captured through the formal interview aided to complement and supplement 
the already wealth of knowledge that we have captured from other methods of research, 
including observing the emerging patterns on plastics circularity and waste management 
and discovering areas for further research, specifically for plastics pollution and circularity 
in the Pacific.

(Photo Credit: UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji)
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Conclusion

Ethnography is a tricky term to define. Its definition and utilization are constantly evolving, 
with scholars and institutions having different definitions and approaches towards ethno-
graphic studies. For the current study on plastics circularity and waste management, the 
Accelerator Lab (Pacific) Fiji utilized various ethnographic methods to immerse on the topic 
of plastics circularity and waste management in Fiji and in Vanuatu for an extended period 
of time, with participant observation as the key research method for making regular obser-
vations on the behaviour of different segments of the society on the topic. It also involved 
listening and engaging in conversations with different stakeholders and interviewing differ-
ent actors to make overt issues that are not directly observable on the topic. In addition, the 
ethnography included collecting documentations on different stakeholder in the plastics 
value chain. The insights generated led to the curation of personas and themes for discus-
sion, presented in the next sections.

(Photo Credit: UNDP / Mohseen Dean)
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Personas

The Undervalued Waste Pickers

Leli has spent most of her life working as an informal 
waste picker in Lautoka, Fiji. She has been collecting 
discarded wastes, mainly plastic bottles from a 
dumpsite close to her home. After collection each 
day, Leli and her children thoroughly clean the plastic 
bottles before delivering to a private waste recycling 
company. 

According to Leli, the private waste recycling company 
has appetite for only certain types of plastic bottles 
collected. Nonetheless, Leli and her family receives 
monetary incentives according to the weight of 
preferred plastic bottles they have collected. From 
the money Leli has earned through recycling plastic 
bottles, she has been able to fund her daughter’s 
education abroad and continues to financially support 
her grandchildren living in the maritime islands.
 
She sees recycling as a source of livelihood and has 
been teaching her family and community members 
how to collect, sort, clean, and recycle plastic bottles. 

Leli has indeed changed the way how many people view informal waste picking as an 
occupation and hopes that her determination will inspire others to turn plastic wastes into a 
livelihood and income generation opportunity.

Similarly, Joshua has been heavily involved in the informal waste picking community in Port 
Vila, Vanuatu. 

He has been engaged in collecting plastic wastes from a dumpsite nearby his house. He 
has been re-purposing and recycling most of the plastic items collected every day. 

Many of the plastic bottles he collects are cleansed and then re-used to store and sell kava 
in his neighborhood. Some of his mates, especially the women folks also collect plastic 
packaging strips and weave them into useful products such as purses and baskets which 
are then sold at the local market in Port Vila. 

Joshua feels empowered by doing this work, as it has been the only way for him to earn 
some living after retiring, and he feels proud knowing he is helping to reduce the amount of 
plastic waste that ends up in the landfill as well as the environment.
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The Committed Academic

Jim has dedicated much of his time and energy 
into researching the harmful effects of plastics, 
particularly microplastics on the intersections of 
the environment, biodiversity, and the human 
health. He actively promotes and shares his 
research to create awareness on the need for 
more responsible production and consumption 
of plastics, be it nano, micro, meso, macro or 
mega plastics. His research identifies improper 
disposal of plastic wastes as a detriment to 
island communities who are heavily dependent 
on the land and ocean for their daily sustenance. 

Jim emphasizes that while local solutions can 
have positive global impacts, legislature is 
the priority. He emphasized that irresponsible 
attitude towards plastic use, and improper 
waste management practices has become more 
prevalent than ever before. 

While he recognized that behavior, attitude 
and mindset of individuals are challenging to 
change, Pacific Islands needs to have policies 
in place that incentivizes and at the same time 
encourage a shift in people’s behavior. 

Jim suggests that advocating for a focus on Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) and 
buy back systems in the Pacific can help foster more consumer conscious production and 
consumption. In addition to this, Jim realizes that much of the cutting-edge research being 
done in the plastics space is often done offshore and the results do not connect to local 
realities of the Pacific, therefore many modern-day solutions often do not connect well to 
Pacific Island Countries’ (PIC) challenges. 

In addition, PICs, majorly atolls have limited land space for sanitary landfills, with limited 
resources and technical expertise, so according to Jim outside-the-box thinking is needed 
to design innovative solutions to address the complex plastics challenge.
 
There is still much room for local research in the plastics space, and Jim is optimistic that 
with correct incentives, and continued motivation and inspiration, the younger generations 
will be wanting to get heavily involved with contributing to locally designed and adaptable 
design of solutions to tackle this issue and protect Pacific ecosystems from the destructive 
effects of plastic waste.
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The Vested Director

Daniel has been passionately managing a private waste recycling company for some 20+ 
years. His company works very closely with informal waste pickers, majority of which are 
women while others are part of the LGBTQIA+ community. 

He is determined to promote inclusive empowerment by actively engaging with marginalized 
communities through recycling initiatives and programs that his company undertakes. 

Daniel is also currently collaborating with various actors in the waste management sector to 
set up a foundation which will provide informal waste pickers have access to basic services 
and as well capacity building programs such as financial literacy training.

His aim is to eventually transition the pool of informal waste pickers into the formal working 
sector. By doing this, Daniel is hopeful to improve the lives of informal waste pickers, in 
particular the marginalized and underprivilege members of the society and showcase to the 
world that by formalizing waste picking, the lives of those at the very bottom of the chain 
could be positively changed.
 
For Daniel, he believes that younger generations can also play a crucial role in changing 
the tides when it comes to more responsible waste management behaviour and practices. 

For this reason, he works closely with schools 
through programs that train young students on 
waste segregation and recycling, who go on 
to become recycling ambassadors to nurture 
others and encourage recycling among their 
peers and families. 

Daniel is of the view that instilling good values in 
our youth and igniting a passion for responsible 
waste management practices and conservation 
of our environment, can have a domino effect 
within the larger community. The striking feature 
of Daniel’s company’s is its motto to “Do No 
Harm”. The notion of ensuring no harm is caused 
by any of their actions is strongly engrained in 
the company’s ethos, keeping it at the core of 
their day-to-day activities. 
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The Dedicated Specialist

Tevita, a climate change expert, is a staunch believer of indigenous knowledge, history, 
practices, ideas, materials, and crafts which he believes can be a catalyst for addressing the 
complex plastics waste challenge. To him, the passion to improve management of plastic 
waste in the Pacific comes from his innate desire to protect mother nature – it is spiritual – 
the protection of nature and the environment represents culture in the Pacific.

Tevita sees great potential for scaling-up local, 
indigenous alternatives to plastic, with the use 
of natural plant materials and by-products. 
He draws his examples from his field work 
in Funafuti, Tuvalu where he has observed 
households utilizing green alternatives for the 
collection of trash over the traditional black 
rubbish collection bags which is utilized by 
households in a majority of the developing and 
developed nations across the globe. 

On another note, Tevita expresses that at 
the global scale there is an urgent need for 
more international agreements that directly 
address plastics circularity so that all countries 
could come together to tackle this complex 
transboundary issue. 

In his views, there also needs to be recognition 
that Pacific Island economies lack proper 
infrastructure to effectively support their 
desire to properly manage waste management 
initiatives. Lack of capacity also means it is 
difficult for Pacific Island Countries to align their 
national policies with global agendas. 

Tevita expresses that more support is needed to bridge this disconnect, and it will take 
combined efforts of both international and local stakeholders to design locally contextual 
solutions that should take into account the specific vulnerabilities faced in the Pacific region. 

As a climate change expert, Tevita understands the urgency of needing to reduce the use of 
plastics, as the production and incineration of plastics contribute heavily to greenhouse gas 
emissions. At the same time, Tevita recognizes the need to explore interdisciplinary topics 
such as those at the intersections of plastics pollution, climate change and the environment.
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The Enthusiastic Regional Unifier

Jojifini leads the waste management team of a regional organization. She refers to herself 
as an enthusiastic regional unifier because she believes in the power of combined regional 
efforts to addressing complex cross-cutting wicked challenges such as the plastic waste 
issue facing the Pacific. 

With reference to Jojifini, the plastics waste challenge is far too difficult for any one small 
island nation in the Pacific to solve on their own. She is adamant that a regional approach is 
the only chance we have at creating a circular economy for plastics, and that Pacific Island 
Countries can no longer afford to operate in silos. 

A regional approach to the plastics challenge that has already seen some success is the 
engagement of a shipping company that uses its empty shipping containers to transport 
plastic waste from Pacific Island Nations to countries having appropriate recycling or waste 
disposal facilities. 

While this initiative has been much needed, a trend that 
Joijifini has picked up on is that there has been a lot 
more focus on designing solutions for the end stage of 
the plastics value chain by the Pacific governments, with 
recycling and pollution management initiatives—and not 
enough attention has been paid to the beginning stages 
where the design and production of plastic products 
happen. 

The entire thought process on the plastics value chain 
is crucial. At the production stages, products need to 
be designed with less plastic or with plastic that is 100 
percent recyclable to ensure it continues to circulate in 
the economy after its first use and does not end up as 
waste. 

Jojifini acknowledges that finding solutions across the 
whole plastics value chain from design to end of the 
product life will require both political will and private 
sector involvement. She stresses that Public Private 
Partnerships (PPP) are key, as no single government, 
organization, or company can solve the plastics waste 
challenge on their own.
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The Zealous Ocean Champion 

Shaheel is a talented artist, who dedicates much of his 
free time collecting plastic waste along coastal areas. 
He sorts, weighs, and analyses data on the wastes he 
collects and then turns these into beautiful pieces of 
art. He uses his art to actively advocate on the harmful 
effects of plastic waste on our environment, particularly 
our oceans. He has amassed a large number of follow-
ers on his social media accounts, majorly on Facebook 
and TikTok. 

Just over a period of five years, Shaheel has influenced 
many individuals to join his cause, where large groups - 
mainly youths - get together to collect litter either along 
hiking trails, during stand-up paddle boarding, or sim-
ply during their evening walks along parks and coastal 
areas. He teaches his followers how to sort and weigh 
waste, after which majority is disposed responsibly, 
recycled, or turned into art to continue promoting his 
cause. He hopes that by displaying his cause on plastic 
wastes in a creative, eye-catching way, it will influence 
others to become conscious of how they use and dis-
pose plastic wastes. 

Shaheel has trouble reconciling the advent of thicker 
plastic bags for single-use plastic bags. He notes plas-
tic bags, irrespective of their thickness, as one of the 
biggest culprits that often get washed up on the shores. 

He is confident that his work has the power to encour-
age others to make the switch to products such as reus-
able or biodegradable drink bottles, cutlery, and straws 
and while it is not a silver bullet to the core issue, it is for 
sure a positive start and can have a significant impact. 

Shaheel sees digital platforms such as Facebook and 
the TikTok as a crucial medium to raise awareness on 
the urgency of the plastic waste challenge. He believes 
this is the most effective way to get young people in-
volved with issues such as the plastics crisis that will 
affect their futures.
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The Passionate Innovator

Rave is a passionate innovator who works 
in the tourism industry. She always looks 
for innovative ways to turn a problem into a 
solution. She knows that the plastic waste 
challenge is a huge threat to the tourism 
sector in the Pacific. The pristine terrestrial, 
marine and freshwater ecosystems of the 
Pacific are the pull factors for international 
visitors, with a majority of them turning to 
the pacific island nations to enjoy healthy, 
diverse environments. 

To protect these natural assets, Rave 
discovered a way to turn the litter problem 
into a solution. She regularly organizes 
workshops in several Pacific Island 
Countries training locals to make souvenirs 
and handicrafts out of plastic waste which 
is sold to international visitors. 

In this way, a good number of plastic wastes 
generated is turned into tourist products 
that are taken out of the country by the 
visitors. 

Not only does such an initiative fuel economic activity through creation of jobs and sources 
of income, but it is also inclusive. Rave has ensured that the initiative promotes women 
empowerment by encouraging unemployed women to realize their creative skills and 
income earning potential. 

The workshops are also conducted by local artists, as Rave strongly believes in the utilization 
and showcase of local talents. 

Rave emphasizes that there is great potential amongst Pacific local communities to find 
solutions to complex global issues such as the plastic waste challenge, regardless of how 
small and impactful it may be, the solution still counts. 

She strongly believes that the plastic problem in the Pacific require concerted efforts in 
reducing the consequences of plastics in the environment and in our communities, while at 
the same time those coming up with solutions and innovative ideas should ensure that the 
solutions are inclusive and can bring about amplifying effects. 



24

The Frustrated Municipal  
Worker

Janif is a frustrated municipal worker, 
who spends much of his time collecting 
litter that has been irresponsibly discard-
ed along sidewalks and streets. He bare-
ly remembers the year he was born but 
says he is of 50+ age. He says that he is 
uneducated, but also informs that he is 
much clever about waste disposal than 
most of those who are educated. 

He often gets disappointed seeing 
school children at the bus stations ca-
sually tossing their empty plastic juice 
bottles and single-use plastic food pack-
aging on the ground after having drank 
and munched on their snacks, expect-
ing municipal workers like Janif to pick 
up their trash. It baffles him that such a 
behavior is seen to be normal by school 
children who are educated and are be-
ing trained to become the future of this 
country and the world. He views this as a 
serious concern. 

Janif comments that the core issue of plastic pollution lies in the values we instill in our 
children. If we want to solve the plastic waste challenge, we must first look at what we are 
teaching our children, both at home and at school. He says that the schools need to relook 
at the curriculum and ensure they teach the children on responsible waste management 
and incorporate clean healthy habits into their daily learnings. He says that it is much easier 
to create healthy habits from a young age. 

He adds that the responsibility of reducing plastic wastes by every single person, actually 
begins with what the children are taught at their homes and the behaviours they observe of 
their elders. Children are very observant, so we must lead by example, and train them how 
to responsibly discard their trash. 

Littering should be considered a serious offence, and unfortunately Janif recognizes that 
has not been really the case, and we still have a long way to go in building better habits 
around plastic use and disposal. 
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The Visionary Senior Executive

Mark works as a senior executive in an international beverage bottling company. While he 
understands that plastics are important to the company as it is the main material used to 
package their beverages, he is committed to creating a more circular economy for plastics 
in the Pacific. Most recently, the company has shifted to using 100 percent recyclable plastic 
bottles, which Mark believes is one of the boldest moves of his company towards address-
ing the plastics waste issue. 

He knows that getting rid of plastic fully from the system is challenging but taking multiple 
innovative steps in the form of interventions to make sure the plastic that is being used is re-
cyclable will ensure that it flows through a circular model rather than linear. This means that 
majority of plastic products of the company will continue to be used repeatedly (‘circulated’ 
within the economy), and plastic products of the company will no longer take up space in 
landfills or pollute our precious resources- land and seas. 

While recycling plastic may not be a part of every-
day life for most people in the Pacific, Mark is deter-
mined to change this through a recycling program 
managed by his company. The company incentiv-
izes recycling by paying customers for each bottle 
that is returned to their recycling facility. 

He knows that encouraging people to recycle in this 
way is crucial because it is simply not enough for 
bottles to be made from recyclable plastic - people 
need to make it a point to recycle the bottles, oth-
erwise it defeats the purpose and discarded bottles 
will continue to pollute our environment anyway. 

Mark’s resolve has not gone unnoticed, as other 
bottling companies have joined his cause to switch 
to recyclable plastic and have partnered to use his 
company’s recycling collection facilities. It is his 
hope all plastic products will be designed to be re-
cycled and that every actor in the plastics system 
will take responsibility and ownership of recycling 
the plastic products they use. 
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The Religious Influencer

Eremasi is a religious leader in his community and is often found on social media advocat-
ing for better plastic waste management. He is heavily involved in dialogues and talanoa 
sessions (Fijian informal discussions) on the gravity of the plastic pollution problem in the 
country. 

Eremasi takes a modern-day approach to intertwining faith, religion, and the plastics chal-
lenges. He does this by using quotes on cleanliness and hygiene from his religious books 
and teachings, reinvigorating a sense of responsibility among his disciples that humans 
have for the environment and for humankind to be more mindful of their actions. 

Many religious teachings hold cleanliness and 
hygiene to high regard, and he encourages people 
to practice cleanliness of our natural environment 
when discarding waste. He is heavily involved in 
clean up campaigns and uses his social media 
page to document how plastic pollution is wreaking 
havoc on our environment. He preaches about the 
need for humans to be proactive citizens of this 
planet and in taking care of it, and believes our 
environment is a gift from God. 

Eremasi strongly believes that incorporating faith 
and responsible waste disposal can be an effective 
route for addressing the plastics challenge in 
the Pacific because regardless of what religious 
affiliation people belong to, many Pacific islanders 
are spiritual people, and understand that there 
is deeper meaning behind responsible waste 
management. 

Eremasi also thinks that larger and wealthier 
countries should be taking more responsibility for 
the plastics crisis as they produce and consume 
more plastic products than Pacific Island countries 
and should therefore make urgent efforts 
in designing products that are recyclable or 
biodegradable. 
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The Blasé Citizen

Kenny is an elderly citizen who does not under-
stand the magnitude of the global plastic crisis. He 
has a relaxed attitude about waste disposal and 
sees no issue with littering as he does not view 
plastic as a serious threat to environment or hu-
man health. Kenny has often tossed plastic wastes 
outside his moving car or when on walks, he thinks 
people who tell him not to do this are making a big 
deal out of nothing as plastic cannot hurt anybody, 
for him it is merely a piece of garbage. 

He does not see the point of recycling as he thinks 
there is no real value that can come from plastic 
that has already been used and thinks it is a waste 
of effort. He finds that it is much more convenient 
to discard plastic waste then to take it to a waste 
facility in exchange for a mere few cents. 

While his children and grandchildren often try to 
teach him new ‘environmentally-friendly’ waste 
management practices, he feels that his children 
and grandchildren are ill informed about the mag-
nitude of the plastics problem which Kenny opines 
is insignificant for the Pacific. 

He is adamant that there is no need for a change because he has littered and disposed of 
his waste in ways he deemed convenient all his life and there have been no repercussions. 

Additionally, he informs that he has also seen others tossing their trash off their moving ve-
hicles and during walks, but no one holds them accountable so his argument is why should 
he be solely reprimanded and be called out on. 

Kenny thinks that there are more pressing issues in the world that his children should focus 
on and that there is no such thing as a global plastic crisis. Kenny views plastic products as 
affordable, convenient, and versatile and will continue to utilize plastics daily and dispose 
them however he likes, regardless of what anyone else says. 
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The Unconcerned Fisherman

Munaf is a fisherman who is unconcerned about the negative implications of wastes pro-
duced by his fishing activities. Fishing is a livelihood and income generation activity for him 
and his family. Apart from line fishing, he often uses large nets to catch fish. 

Many times, his fishing nets have been torn by sharks, or have gotten caught on the coral 
reef, in which case he abandons these nets in the ocean as it is too bothersome to retrieve 
them especially knowing that they cannot be used again if they have been severely dam-
aged. 

He is aware that ghost nets pose a serious threat to marine life by trapping marine animals 
or smothering coral reefs, however it is more convenient for him to abandon damaged nets 
in the ocean as retrieval can be costly and time consuming. He is not worried about ghost 
nets affecting his supply of fish because he thinks there is an abundant stock of fish in the 
sea that a few nets couldn’t possibly make a difference. 

Munaf believes that larger industries 
and shipping companies are a big-
ger threat to ocean health and marine 
biodiversity and that there should be 
more focus on them, rather than small-
scale local fishermen whose activities 
are insignificant to have major nega-
tive implications.
 
Munaf intends to continue using nets 
to fish and abandon nets that gets 
damaged or caught as this is what 
he has done for many years and has 
not seen any negative consequences 
from doing this.
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The Underprivileged Citizen

Sera is a humble citizen who lives in an infor-
mal settlement situated in a mangrove swamp. 
Her community does not have access to proper 
waste disposal services. Since waste collection 
trucks do not service her community, mem-
bers of her community including Sera often 
dump their trash in the nearby mangrove to be 
washed away during high tide. 

While Sera knows that this may be harmful 
to marine life, she feels that they do not have 
many other options and feels that they are not 
on the radar of the municipal councils. Sera 
would gladly be more responsible with waste 
disposal if she was provided with proper waste 
disposal services, however, their current norm 
of dumping waste in the mangroves is the most 
convenient option for her. 

She believes that even having a large commu-
nity waste bin in close proximity to their settle-
ment would make a huge difference and en-
courage better waste management practices. 
Improper waste disposal practices also attract 
disease carrying pests and insects and many of 
the community members often get ill from dis-
eases such as leptospirosis, dengue fever and 
typhoid fever. 

Sera hopes that her community will soon be for-
malized and will have equal access to basic ser-
vices such as waste collection as this would al-
low for improved sanitary living conditions and 
better human and environmental health. 
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The Frugal Restaurant Owner

Ana, a small fast-food restaurant owner, is frugal when it comes to running her business. 
Her main priority is decreasing expenses and increasing profits. Most of her customers 
order food to be taken away, and she utilizes plastic containers to package takeaway as it 
is cheap and durable. Previously her restaurant used Styrofoam containers, however these 
were banned so she made the switch to plastic containers. 

She understands that plastic products are posing a threat to the environment and polluting 
our oceans but does not see herself switching to environmentally friendly packaging 
material in the near future. This is because Ana discovered that alternative food packaging 
is either expensive or nondurable and she intends to use packaging that is most convenient 
for her business as well as something that her clients are most convenient to utilize. 

Some of her competitors have switched to paper 
containers but she knows this is not a viable 
option for her as her food often contains very 
hot liquids and the paper material would not be 
able to hold the food safely for a lengthy period 
of time. Some of the newer food packaging 
options such as those made with bagasse, 
a sugarcane byproduct, is more expensive 
than plastic packaging which is another major 
hinderance of switching to plastic alternatives. 

Ana feels that if small business owners like 
herself are being requested to incorporate 
more sustainable practices in their operations, 
then there needs to be more affordable and 
durable alternative options. Ana feels that most 
small business owners like herself do not have 
the luxury of going green as it is not financially 
feasible.
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The Inspirational Politician

Leo has been part of the political scene for many years and believes in “leading by doing”. 
He is passionate about environmental conservation and understands the threat that plastic 
pollution causes to our environment. Leo often participates in many clean- up and recycling 
campaigns, as he knows that as a politician, he has the power to inspire and influence 
others to follow his example. 

Leo feels that the responsibility of plastics circularity lies with every one of us. From the 
government’s side, they are responsible for ensuring policies are in place to encourage 
responsible waste management practices. This may include bans on single-use plastic 
products, litter fines, and household waste segregation. 

Leo believes that bans on single-use plastics and the 
availability of biodegradable alternatives go hand 
in hand. If people use alternatives that are just as 
harmful to the environment as banned items, then 
it defeats the purpose of the ban. From the private 
sector context, he believes that companies should be 
practicing Extended Producer Responsibility and buy 
back systems, that incentivizes customers to recycle 
plastic products. 

Organizations should also be creating more awareness 
on the harmful effects of single-use plastics on the 
environment. He is fervent on encouraging citizens 
to be innovative and use locally sourced materials to 
design plastic alternatives.

Leo believes that creating a circular economy for 
plastics is possible, but it will require the commitment 
and determination of all actors in the system. He 
believes that small changes can have big impacts if 
we all work together to do our part.
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Key Learnings from Ethnography of Plastics 
Circularity and Waste Management

The United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA) that is made of 193 member states 
during the UNEA 5.2 session in Nairobi, Kenya from 28th February – 2nd March 2022 made 
an historic decision to undertake negotiation on two very important and critical processes. 
Firstly, the UNEA decided to devise an internationally legally binding instrument by 2024 to 
end plastic pollution and secondly, agreed to establish a science-policy panel on chemicals 
and waste and to prevent pollution. (UNEP: 2022)

The member states in Nairobi, Kenya adopted a resolution titled, ‘End Plastic Pollution: 
Towards an internationally legally binding instrument’. The Assembly agreed to set up 
an Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee (INC) to draft a legally binding agreement 
by 2024. This Intergovernmental Negotiating Committee body would be similar to the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the Intergovernmental Science-
Policy Panel on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES).  

The plastics emergency, including marine litter; is a global environmental, social, economic 
issue requiring urgent attention. The issue with plastics is that a majority of them are produced 
from fossil fuels, and once released into the environment, they remain in the environment, 
albeit in different form- they degrade into physical and chemical forms, ultimately causing 
contamination of all biophysical systems, including the freshwater, terrestrial and marine 
ecosystem - the latter which is of utmost importance for the survival of Pacific island 
developing states and other small island developing states across the globe. It is said that 
if we continue to generate plastics on a business-as-usual basis, it has the potential to 
culminate into 1.1 billion tonnes having entered the world’s oceans by 2030 (UNEP: 2021). 

Mohseen Riaz Ud Dean
Head of Community Research 
and Ethnographic 
Solutions Mapping
UNDP Pacific Accelerator Lab 
(Fiji)

Marissa Corinna Asen
Head of Exploration 
UNDP Pacific Accelerator Lab 
(Fiji)

Loraini Sivo
Programme Analyst
Resilience and Sustainable 
Development 
UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji

Introduction



33

The following are the five key themes that have developed 
from the insights captured through community research 
and ethnography conducted over a period of 8+ months. 
The research and ethnography involved immersing in the 
plastics circularity and waste management domain along 
the plastics value chain in Fiji and in Vanuatu.

The Paradox of Plastic Waste Volume: Too Much, Yet Not Enough

One of the major challenges that Pacific Islands face with plastic waste management is the 
volume of plastic waste that they produce. Pacific Island Countries produce more waste than 
can be properly managed on their own, yet the volume of waste is not quite enough to be 
shipped abroad for example to Australia and countries in Asia where proper plastic waste 
processing facilities exists, making such form of an intervention economically unpractical in 
the long run. 

Large volumes of plastic waste are required for chemical recycling plants to achieve 
profitability (Nikiema and Asiedu: 2022). Daniel, the vested director of a private waste 
recycling company explains that it can be a painstaking activity for recycling companies to 
take on such interventions in Pacific Island Countries. This is because it usually takes a long 
time to fill up even one whole shipping container with plastic waste to be transported out 
of the Pacific. 

The whole process in itself can significantly affect the cash flow of the company, particularly 
if the company is paying for the collection and processing of the plastic waste, they must 
wait a long period of time before a container is filled and sold. If there was a higher volume 
of plastic waste generated, then companies would be filling up the containers quickly and 
exporting them, slashing the timespan considerably from the period the containers are filled 
and shipped. 

This sentiment was echoed by Jojifini, who leads the waste management unit of a regional 
organization. She explained that the amount of plastic waste produced by each individual 
Pacific Island Country is not enough to warrant a full-scale recycling program and it would 
be unfeasible to set up one in each Pacific Island Country. She asserts that a more feasible 
solution would be to set up a regional recycling facility that has the capacity to process 
plastic waste from all Pacific Island Countries. 

Yet, the amounts of plastic waste generated in Pacific Island Countries is well above the limited 
local recycling capabilities and capacities. Pacific Island Countries produce approximately 
310, 000 tonnes of plastic waste annually, with only a mere 5% being recycled. This means 
that the majority of plastic waste produced in Pacific islands is potentially leaking into our 
terrestrial environments and oceans, causing harm to Pacific islands natural ecosystems 
(SPREP: 2020).
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Additionally, while tourism is a major contributor to GDP for many Pacific Island Countries, the 
tourism sector contributes significantly to waste production. This means Pacific Islands are 
not only faced with the challenge of managing waste produced by residents and industries 
but must also manage plastic wastes that are generated by the high number of incoming 
international visitors, who are one of the major sources of income and revenue earners to 
the small island developing economies of the Pacific (Environmental Investigation Agency: 
2020).

The Arduous Search for Plastic Alternatives

“You cannot simply ban single-use plastics and expect the problem to be solved. We need 
to have viable alternatives. Plastic alternatives need to be biodegradable, otherwise we 
are just fixing one problem and creating another”. These are the words of the inspirational 
politician – Leo. In addition, there has been a consensus among those who participated in 
the semi-structured interviews that there is a dire need for plastic alternatives in the Pacific 
that are affordable, durable, and environmentally friendly. The current lack of viable plastic 
alternatives is one of the main reasons why it is increasingly difficult to reduce the demand 
and use of plastic products—particularly single-use plastic products in the Pacific. 

(Photo Credit: UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji)
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Current alternatives that are affordable (and biodegradable) such as paper and bagasse 
packaging do not have similar durability characteristics as plastic, while durable alternatives 
such as glass, steel, and wood are comparatively expensive. Munaf, the unconcerned 
fisherman, stated: “Yes, fishing nets are made of nylon, which is a plastic that does not 
decompose, but what other choice do we have? We use it because it is cheap, strong and 
durable”. Ghost nets—fishing nets that have been lost, discarded, or abandoned—make 
up the highest percentage of marine pollution. These ghost fishing nets are drifting in the 
ocean currents, ensnaring, harming and killing wildlife- they are the silent killers in the 
ocean (IUCN: 2015). Despite this, no alternatives to plastic fishing nets that tick all the boxes 
of being durable, affordable, and environmentally friendly have been designed, which 
explains the ongoing issue with ghost nets polluting our oceans.  

(Photo Credit: UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji)
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The dedicated specialist, Tevita, emphasized that we should not 
have to look far for plastic alternatives. “We need to start using more 
locally designed alternatives, and utilize natural materials, just like 
our ancestors used to do”. Tevita fondly recalled, whenever he would 
go to the market with his parents, they would use baskets made 
from coconut or pandanus leaves that had been woven together. 
People have switched to plastic because it is more convenient, but 
Tevita point outs that there are some local alternatives out there 
that needs to be re-discovered and rejuvenated, and as responsible citizens of the Pacific 
region we must make more of an effort to source and utilize them. As emphasized in the 
‘Pacific Regional Declaration on the Prevention of Marine Litter and Plastic Pollution and its 
Impacts’, indigenous and traditional knowledge systems and innovations play an important 
role in tackling the plastics crisis in the Pacific (SPREP: 2021). 

On the other hand, Jim, the committed academic, has discovered that some of the most 
feasible alternatives to plastic are created in larger countries, far from Pacific Island countries, 
which lowers our accessibility to them. “With more research and advanced technology, 
there are some viable plastic alternatives, but most of these are designed and produced off-
shore and become too expensive to import them into the Pacific.” Jim underlined the dire 
need for diving deeper in the areas of plastic alternatives as it is a less researched space in 
the Pacific, yet critical to tackling a very real, complex challenge. 

Tevita, the dedicated specialist makes a critical reference for latching on traditional 
knowledge systems, by combining of both local materials and knowledge system and 
modern technology and science to finding viable alternatives that can help drastically 
reduce the use of plastic products in the Pacific.

Mind Over Matter: Behavioural Change in a Plastics World

Just like other countries across the globe, the use and mismanagement of single-use plastic 
products has become a culture in the Pacific. When something becomes a culture, it becomes 
challenging to interrupt as it would take adjusting of human behaviours which in-turn over 
time has turned into norms, and the norms become extremely difficult to revolutionize, not 
saying that it is impossible to do so. 

Janif, the municipal worker highlighted that behavioral change needed to start from a 
young age. He is unable to resolve what youngsters are taught at home and at schools on 
cleanliness and hygiene and how these teachings are in fact translating and transforming 
the younger generations’ lives. “I always see young children littering mostly while they are 
in their school uniforms, and tend to wonder where have they picked up such behaviours? I 
ask myself what they are being taught in schools?” He points out that trying to change this 
behavior as people get older and as more set in their ways, will only become more difficult 
to do so. Janif strongly believes that the key is to instill good, responsible habits in the 
younger generations from when they are as young as 2-3years of age. As these youngsters 
grow, their habits will be compounded by life-long learnings in schools. They will grow up 
to be mindful and responsible citizens who will help to positively impact the system, for 
example to influence their families and friends to do the same.



37

Another way to influence behavioral change is by using incentives. Incentives can be a 
powerful tool to encourage behavioural change. This was an early realization by Daniel, 
the vested director of a waste recycling company. “In the beginning, when we first set up 
the company, we thought people would be rushing to drop off their recyclables with us. We 
soon found out we were very wrong. Here in Fiji, it is not a culture to separate wastes into 
recyclables and non-recyclables. That is why we had to offer incentives to encourage more 
people to recycle. Only when we introduced the monetary incentive did we finally start to 
see increased uptake of our recycling initiatives.”  

Daniel has seen a huge increase in recycling since the 
incentives were put in place, and many of the informal waste 
pickers have been clasping on recycling for income generation. 
Every day, informal waste pickers collect discarded plastic 
bottles from nearby dumpsites, thoroughly clean and turn 
them in for recycling. Not only do the earnings from recycling 
help them provide for their families, but their recycling efforts 
also reduce the overall amount of plastic that ends up at the 
dumpsites and landfills.

Behavioral change is also difficult when there are no measures in place to support this 
shift when certain practices have become a culture. Leli, a marginalized citizen living 
in a secluded community says that it is simply impossible to practice more responsible 
waste management if there were no services or resources available to support this. “Our 
community does not even have access to waste collection services for everyday waste, so 
recycling is not a priority for us even if we wanted to. We also cannot afford to have a private 
company collect our waste”. Leli’s experience suggests that although behavioural change 
can be difficult to achieve within a shorter span of time, it can however be encouraged if 
proper resources and services are made accessible, and incentives can be a strong lever 
for change in norms.

Innovative Partnerships: Solution to the Pollution

Lack of funding, resources and capacity are a real issue in many Pacific Island countries. 
Due to the small nature of their economies, Pacific Island countries are unable to utilize 
economies of scale when it comes to recycling options. At the municipality levels in most 
Pacific Island Countries, they lack resources such as waste collection and recycling assets 
and facilities, technical capacities, and institutional support and capabilities to deal with 
wastes, especially plastics. 

As mentioned, most recyclable plastics get shipped to countries that have appropriate 
recycling facilities in place, and this is costly for Pacific Island countries as their relatively 
remote location means high transportation costs. It can also be costly for Pacific Island 
countries to combine their recyclables to be shipped together, since the islands are spread 
over a wide geographical area. Jojifini, the regional unifier, underscores the power of 
Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) for innovatively working around the challenges of limited 
funding, resources, and capacity.
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“Recently there has been an innovative solution around the high transportation costs of 
recyclables. A partnership with a shipping company has allowed Pacific Island countries to 
export their recyclable plastics in shipping containers that would have otherwise returned 
empty. But can we forever rely on this intervention?”. Jojifini stresses the need to think 
outside the box for complex issues such as the global plastics crisis. 

Complex global issues such as the plastics crisis will require innovative solutions and 
collective team efforts from all stakeholders across the plastics value chain (Kumar et al: 
2021). Rave, the passionate innovator believes that it is often the most unusual partnerships 
that can have the greatest impact. While there have been some initiatives to improve waste 
management in the Pacific, such as the construction of sanitary landfills, for Rave there has 
been very little investment and focus on plastic wastes alone. 

And because of lack of investments in plastic waste management, Daniel says private waste 
recycling companies continue to struggle to keep their operations on-going while influencers 
such as Shaheel—the zealous ocean champion—go out of their way to raise awareness on 
the need for more attention, financing, and resources to be invested in tackling the global 
plastics crisis. He highlights how destructive plastic waste is to our oceans- a resource that 
is of high importance and is of utmost value for many Pacific Islanders who borne their 
sources of livelihood from. 

(Photo Credit: UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji)
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While combining resources and adopting a regional approach to addressing the plastics 
challenge may sound ideal, Pacific Island countries are also spread across a large 
geographical area, with vast distances between many of these island countries, rendering 
transportation costs between Pacific Island countries expensive. This is one of the reasons 
economies of scale are difficult to achieve, even if Pacific Island countries were to combine 
efforts. It will become increasingly difficult to deal with the plastics crisis in the Pacific should 
these small island developing nations do not get the international support they need to 
back plastics circularity initiatives, the Pacific Ocean and marine life will continue to be 
negatively impacted by plastic pollution.

Effective Governance and Demand for Environmental Justice

Local policies and legislations and international treaties and agreements are key to helping 
curb the global plastics crisis (Nielsen et al: 2019). Jim, the committed academic, could not 
stress enough the role of policies as crucial factors in addressing the plastics challenge. 
“Locally, people will not change the way they use and dispose of plastics unless there are 
policies and legislations in place that require them to. Governments have the power to 
change the game when it comes to plastics”. Jim emphasizes that national policies and leg-
islation can steer the behaviour of industries, businesses, and citizens. 

(Photo Credit: UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji)
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There needs to be more effective policies for plastics man-
agement that extensively address the role of all stakeholders 
in the system, such as the responsibility of producers for the 
post-consumer phase of plastic products. One such policy is 
the Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) that holds produc-
ers accountable for the treatment and disposal of plastic prod-
ucts after they have been purchased by consumers. The EPR 
policy is an effective approach because it not only encourages 
producers to innovate product designs to use less plastic, but 
it also helps promote recycling initiatives and nurture more re-
sponsible plastic waste management behaviours of both the 
producers and the users of plastics (Bhadra and Mishra: 2021; 
Johannes et al: 2021).

International treaties and agreements are also crucial for addressing the transboundary 
movements of plastic wastes (Nikiema and Asiedu: 2022), with those nations held account-
able for their plastics wastes ending into the sea and transported elsewhere to other coun-
tries exclusive economic zones. With the current lack of both stringent international treaties 
and arrangement that directly address plastic production and waste management, there is 
much room for interventions in this space that can have a significant impact on helping to 
address the global plastics crisis. 

Plastic pollution and lack of commitment to dealing with it can pose a serious threat to the 
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (UNEP: 2021). For this reason, 
it is important to ensure vulnerable communities are included in the development of action 
plans that address the global plastics crisis. Leli, the undervalued waste picker, believes that 
marginalized and vulnerable communities contribute the least to the global plastics crisis, 
yet often bear the brunt of the negative impacts. “People always look down on us because 
of the work we do. But we are the ones who risk our health, searching dumpsites without 
any protective gear, to salvage recyclable products that have been discarded and are filling 
up the dumpsite. We make an honest living and at the same time help the environment. We 
need better support”. 

Conclusion: The Plastics Emergency in the Pacific

The Pacific is facing a plastics emergency, which is exacerbated by the lack of stringent and 
effective solutions that directly address the emergency. In recognizing the impacts plastics 
have on the biophysical environment, Pacific Island nations ought to become more deliber-
ate and cautious in their approach to dealing with the emergency. It is imperative that the 
best available solutions are tapped into—with urgency—to curb the impacts of plastics on 
the biophysical environment. 

An element that has received less attention and focus is the incorporation of environmental 
justice for transboundary issues related to plastics movement across national territories and 
zones. While Pacific Island countries are not the highest contributors to global plastic pro-
duction and pollution, they are disproportionately affected due to their high dependency 
on ocean resources, and the transboundary movement of waste. Therefore, there is scope 
for the plastics emergency to find a stronger situatedness in pacific discourses from an en-
vironmental justice context. 
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Pacific Island countries are also faced with specific vulnerabilities such as remoteness, small 
economies, and limited access to recycling facilities. Solutions to help tackle the plastics 
emergency in the Pacific need to be carefully designed with these vulnerabilities in mind to 
ensure they are locally contextual. 

All participants contributing to the study strongly felt that to address the plastics crisis, chal-
lenge, catastrophe, or emergency—however it is labelled—Pacific Island countries need 
stronger support in funding, resources, and capacity.

(Photo Credit: UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji)
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Plastics – The Next Wave?
Plastic pollution is rapidly outpacing current efforts to 
stop it, and it doesn’t care about borders. Countries 
and organisations cannot fix the problem on their 
own. It is a global challenge that needs a coordinated 
and globally aligned response. Otherwise, the Pacific 
Ocean and all that depend on it will face increasing 
risks to food security, biodiversity and tourism. 

Plastics supply a critical part of the economy, but the 
Pacific Island countries contribute as little as 1.3 per 
cent of global plastic pollution (Leannem: 2021) but 
are grossly and disproportionately affected by its 
impacts. Pacific Leaders and Ministers have expressed 
their grave concern about the environmental, social, 
cultural, economic, human health and food security 
impacts of plastic pollution on the enjoyment of certain 
human rights for current and future generations. 

The effect of plastic is being seen at many different levels and not just with people. National 
and community concerns extend to migratory marine species such as seabirds, marine tur-
tles and whales as they are especially vulnerable to the impacts of marine plastics through 
entanglement and ingestion of plastic and reaffirming these species as important cultural 
icons for Pacific peoples.
 
Things are changing. Globally, the decision taken at United Nations Environment Assembly 
(UNEA) 5.2 in March 2022, UN member states agreed on the adoption of a mandate for an 
International Negotiating Committee (INC) to develop a legally binding UN Treaty on plastic 
pollution. The INC will begin its work to deliver on the agreement during the second half of 
2022, with the ambition of completing it by the end of 2024. 

The impacts of plastics on climate change have been widely underestimated or even over-
looked compared to other sectors so far. Over 90 percent of plastics are made out of fossil 
fuels. Without any changes, the sector’s fossil fuel consumption will only increase by 2040, 
plastics could account for 19 per cent of the total emissions budget allowable if we are to re-
main below a 1.5°C increase in global warming (The Pew Charitable Trusts and SYSTEMIQ: 
2020). 

Plastic waste is the result of two key functions, waste generation and waste management. 
Perfecting waste collection and recycling plants is often not enough, as consumers may still 
generate unsustainable amounts of waste. That is why UNDP is supporting governments 
in the Asia-Pacific region with circular economy strategies to tackle both sides of the coin. 
Realising a circular economy for plastics (and beyond) is then crucial to address climate 
change and biodiversity loss. In view of the importance of these areas, it is the right time to 
raise awareness about the important contribution of a global transition towards a circular 
economy, for plastics and beyond, to achieve the sustainable development goals and meet 
the commitments under the Paris Agreement and Convention on Biological Diversity.

Scott  Hook 
Senior Economist 
UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji
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The Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2021) in a White Paper on a new UN treaty to address 
plastic pollution to support the transition to a circular economy for plastics suggests that 
a comprehensive policy framework supporting the transition to a circular economy would: 

•     Enable circular design solutions for plastics in the relevant sectors. 
•     Promote better resource management capabilities to end waste and 
       pollution, keeping plastics in use for longer and re-circulating them after    
       their useful life. 
•     Review the setup of financial incentives and regulations to shape the  
       right economic conditions for a circular economy, including for reuse 
       models and recycled plastics. 
•     Facilitate investments to scale relevant innovations, infrastructures and 
       skills in countries and industries most in need of international support. 
•     Foster public-private collaboration across value chains and governance       
       structures.

To do this, things must change, the production, use, and dis-
posal of plastic is interwoven in supply chains that cross and 
recross borders, continents, and oceans. To date, efforts to 
address the human health impacts of plastic have largely ig-
nored the global dimensions of the plastic lifecycle and the 
plastic crisis. As a result, measures that succeed at a local 
level or with respect to a single product stream are often 
undermined or offset by the emergence of new plastic, new 
additives, and new exposure pathways (Azoulav et al: 2019).  
We must think about this as an interlinked process. 

(Photo Credit: UNDP /  Mosheen Dean)



44

While the economic interests of the plastic industry are enormous, the financial costs to 
society are even more so. The science is clear that the health impacts of plastic throughout 
its lifecycle are negative. Many actions and solutions are needed to confront this threat to 
human life and human rights. To be effective, they must ultimately reduce the production, 
use, and disposal of plastic and its associated toxic chemicals.

Until efforts at all levels of government confront the impacts of the full plastic lifecycle, 
the current piecemeal approach to addressing the plastic pollution crisis will fail. Thus far, 
efforts to address the plastic crisis have had limited success. This results from an array of 
factors, such as, the scale and complexity of impacts, the limitations of risk assessment 
systems (the combined effects of chemical substances and the limited exposure data), long 
and complex supply chains, formidable financial stakes in maintaining the status quo, and 
an industry in denial of the health impacts. 

In the Pacific, on the 14 September 2021, in Apia, Samoa – Pacific leaders and high-level 
representatives put forth a Pacific Regional Declaration on the Prevention of Marine Litter 
and Plastic Pollution and its Impacts for voluntary endorsement during the Environmental 
Ministers’ High-Level Talanoa which took place at the conclusion of the 30th Secretariat 
of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme’s (SPREP) Meeting of Officials (Leannem: 
2021). 

What can UNDP do? Through experience with pilots in Vietnam, Maldives, the Philippines 
and Sri Lanka, UNDP helps map different human experiences behind plastics pollution – 
interviewing households, informal waste pickers and waste management companies – to 
support policy makers in better understanding behaviours within the plastics system and 
shift approaches to waste disposal. Based on these analyses, a portfolio of experiments 
is being designed – covering policy and regulations, awareness raising, transparency and 
accountability, technology and infrastructure – that work across the waste generation-man-
agement spectrum. 

(Photo Credit: UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji)
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Plastics in the Pacific – Transformative 
Regional Solutions to a Global Problem 

Vineil Narayan
CRBE and BBB Project Manager
UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji

Human civilization has come a long way since the stone, 
bronze, and iron ages of old. We terraform the earth 
according to our needs and are even preparing to become 
interplanetary beings with plans to reach Mars by 2030.

Despite all these advancements, we fail to find transfor-
mative solutions for catastrophic climate and environmen-
tal impacts caused by our thirst for economic growth and 
fossil fuel driven consumption. The global conundrum of 
plastics is a classic example of how human advancements 
can be a double-edged sword.

Plastics are Dominating our Value Chains

Despite all the benefits of plastics, 400 million metric tons of it are produced per annum glob-
ally of which short term or single use plastics such as packaging and bags now account for 
about 40 percent of plastic production. Global plastic production is expected to spike to 600 
million metric tons per year by 2030 and 800 million metric tons by 2040 (UNEP: 2021). In the 
absence of global trade controls, slow domestic transition towards alternatives, and mundane 
waste management solutions, usage of plastics not only in the Pacific but the world is on an 
upward trajectory and flows of plastic waste into aquatic ecosystems are expected to nearly 
triple from around 11 million tons in 2016 to around 29 million tons in 2040.

Menace to Marine Biodiversity – Coral Reef Impacts

For Pacific countries, the ocean and its rich biodiversity are their greatest national asset. In 
particular, coral reefs help support fragile fish stocks, are natural wave barriers during natural 
disasters, and are massive attractions for tourists. Exacerbated by rising ocean temperatures 
caused by climate change, plastics waste is quite literally chocking coral reefs and degrading 
marine ecosystems. 
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Plastics end up in oceans via wastewater systems, road runoff, and waterways. Given that it 
takes 500–1,000 years for plastics to degrade, all plastics created since 1907 still exist in the 
form of smaller plastic particles, such as microplastics[1] or nanoplastics[2] which are the result of 
years of wave action and sunlight. When these tiny particles reach coral reefs, they harm cor-
als by constantly rubbing on them through the action of waves and currents. Corals may also 
ingest microplastics and get a false sense of “fullness,” which results in the coral not feeding on 
nutritious food. Within the coral, microplastics may block the gut and cause internal damage. 
Also, microplastics, which are already made of chemicals, can pick up pollutants and harmful 
micro-organisms from the seawater and transfer them to the coral. 

[1] Microplastics are tiny bits of plastic of <5 mm (smaller than an ant). Often, they are too small to be seen. 
They pollute water in many ways. 
[2] Nanoplastics are bits of plastic even smaller than microplastics. A billion nanoplastics can fit on the head 

of a pin.

(Photo Credit: UNDP / Mohseen Dean)
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The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), in collaboration with the United 
Nations Capital Development Fund, (UNCDF), UN Environment Programme (UNEP) and the 
Fijian Government, is implementing a suite of interventions through the Investing in Coral 
Reef and Blue Economy (ICRBE) project. This project seeks to sustainably commercialize 
locally managed marine area networks, a non-synthetic fertilizer factory to reduce Fiji’s 
dependence on global synthetic fertilizers, create a new sanitary landfill in the Western 
Division, and incubate transformative blue economy projects through a dedicated blue 
Technical Assistance Facility.

Waste Management and its Importance

Waste management is often a low priority sector for the Pacific due to limited fiscal space 
and competing socio-economic commitments. But, if we are to holistically address negative 
externalities of plastics, there is a need for enabling regulatory environment that makes 
recycling commercially feasible. For example,  there are thousands of different plastics, each 
with its own composition and characteristics. They all include different chemical additives 
and colorants that cannot be recycled together, making it impossible to sort the millions of 
pieces of plastics into separate types for processing. 

Korea has recently banned the use of coloured PET bottles for their soft drinks to make it 
easier for companies to recycle all forms of soft drink bottles – an exemplary policy decision 
that when combined with fiscal disincentives such as carbon taxes, create a holistic incentive 
for plastic recycling (Korea Bizwire in Environment, Policies and Regulation: 2019). However, 
complete bans on plastic-based materials are also proving to be effective and the Pacific is 
leading the charge. So far, Vanuatu, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Niue and Fiji have banned 
single use plastics with numbers from Fiji indicating a massive decline in single use plastic 
bags. Fiji has also banned the use of polystyrene containers and is considering prohibiting 
other plastic based materials.

(Photo Credit: UNDP Pacific Office in Fiji)
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1  https://www.undp.org/pacific/blue-accelerator-grant-scheme

In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic has dampened progress in this regard as the climate/
environment protection takes a backseat and immediate economic recovery as well as 
social stimulus is priority. 

Most Pacific countries comprise of islands that are separated by hundreds of square miles of 
ocean within their Exclusive Econimic Zones. While transfer of goods and services to these 
islands happen, albeit sporadically at times, there are no interisland waste treatment solutions 
that help ferry back waste to urban centers for proper disposal. There is increasing interest 
to create a ‘hub-spoke’ approach to waste collection in Fiji that will see the establishment 
of sanitary landfill catering for interisland waste using light weight sail and electric powered 
vessels inspired by traditional pacific double hulled canoes. If successful within Fiji, there 
is significant potential to scale up to nearby Pacific countries to ferry waste back to Fiji for 
recycling and value addition. 

Through the UNDP Building Back Blue (BBB) Project that supports the structuring of Fiji’s 
upcoming Sovereign Blue Bond, a Blue Accelerator Grant Scheme has been set up to provide 
impact grant financing to private sector and non-government organizations to develop project 
level solutions such as the interisland waste transfer solution mentioned above1. Such projects 
along with many others, will have the option to take on concessional debt financing from a 
dedicated Blue Investment Fund that will be capitalized using Fiji’s Blue Bond Proceeds and 
delivered through development and commercial banks (see figure below for details).

The Pacific is denouncing the cliché of playing catch up when it comes to innovations. The region 
is at the frontline of transformative solutions to negate the plastic crises but needs increasing 
blue finance to support the scale across and scale up of such solutions. UNDP recognizes this 
need and is responding with innovative project solutions through its blue economy portfolio. 
More needs to be done and we are ready to support the Pacific be innovators and test beds 
for sustainable transformative solutions.
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