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Downstream interventions aim to increase recycling 
rates and ensure that non-recyclable waste is properly 
managed to prevent leakage into the environment. 
The implementation of these measures could, collectively, 
reduce mismanaged plastic waste by around 300kt. 
Investments in disposal facilities could ensure a further 
210kt of plastic waste is properly managed. Under the SCS, 
the combined impact of downstream interventions could cut 
plastic pollution in Cambodia to 230kt in 2040, representing 
a 74% reduction compared to BAU. The five highest-priority 
interventions are to:

1 Expand waste collection: More 
comprehensive plastic waste collection will 
reduce mismanaged waste and maximize 
material recovery. Strengthening services in 
underserved areas, including remote regions, 

islands and highlands, provides alternatives to open burning 
and illegal disposal. In the SCS, collection rates should aim 
to increase from 70% in 2022 to 100% in 2040 in urban areas 
and from 33% to 60% in rural areas.

2 Collect for recycling: Establish systems 
that specifically segregate plastic waste 
at source to maximize recycling potential. 
If applied effectively, this intervention 
could send 150kt of plastic waste for 

sorting and recycling in 2040. Both formal and informal 
systems should contribute to this effort.

3 Optimize waste sorting: Enhancing sorting 
efficiencies minimizes material losses and 
maximizes plastic recovery. Upgraded sorting 
processes and infrastructure could reduce 
losses to 7.5kt, compared to 12kt under BAU.

4 Expand mechanical recycling capacity 
and productivity: Increasing capacity for 
mechanical recycling preserves material 
value and reduces reliance on virgin 
fossil fuels. Closed-loop mechanical recycling 

should be prioritized due to its lower environmental impact, 
particularly in maintaining material quality, reducing resource 
demand and lowering energy consumption and emissions. 
Through this intervention, mechanical recycling output could 
increase from nearly 9kt in 2022 to 103kt in 2040.

5 Manage disposal: Given that Cambodia 
collects 54% of its waste, yet 95% of it ends up 
mismanaged, improving disposal systems is the 
most cost-effective and immediate solution for 
addressing plastic pollution. By ensuring 

non-recycled plastic waste is directed to sanitary landfills that 
meet international standards or is co-processed in waste-to-
energy facilities, Cambodia can significantly reduce leakage 
and open burning. Improved disposal infrastructure could mean 
an additional 210kt of plastic waste is responsibly managed 
every year in 2040, preventing an estimated 194kt of plastic 
from leaking into the environment annually.
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If all these measures are implemented, Cambodia’s circularity rate could 
reach 52%, reflecting the impact of combined downstream and upstream 
interventions that minimize the impacts of plastic waste and enhance resource 
efficiency. Significant improvements would be expected in human and 
environmental health and safety, including:

70%
(191kt) reduction in plastic 
waste disposal at dumpsites 
compared to BAU

61%
(112kt) reduction in terrestrial 
and aquatic pollution 
compared to BAU

83%
reduction in open burning 
(350kt) compared to BAU

40%
lower GHG emissions compared 
to BAU, aligning with Cambodia’s 
NDC targets

Stronger economic 
benefits and job creation:

• Job creation in waste management, including 
‘green’ jobs in recycling and landfill operations

• Reduced government expenditure on plastic 
waste management, achieving a 38% cost saving 
compared to BAU

Reduced pollution 
and health risks by:

• Upgrading dumpsites into sanitary landfills

• Preventing groundwater contamination

• Improving overall waste management

Strengthened social impact 
and healthier living conditions:

• Improved living conditions for communities near 
dumpsites through better infrastructure that reduces 
exposure to pollution-related diseases

• Enhanced support for waste pickers with safer working 
conditions, formal recognition and inclusion in official 
waste management systems

• Increased time savings for households, particularly 
benefiting women who typically bear the 
responsibility of household plastic use and 
waste management due to gender norms

Journey Towards a Circular Plastic Economy: Plastic Action Roadmap in Cambodia14
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The SCS underscores the urgency of shifting from BAU 
to sustainable plastics management in Cambodia. While 
the SCS offers an ambitious pathway for reducing plastic 
pollution, it represents just the first step towards achieving 
a circular economy in Cambodia. The remaining 25% of 

mismanaged waste under the SCS should be viewed as 
a stepping stone towards the longer-term goal of zero 
mismanagement. Likewise, the increase in recycling rates 
from 1.4% to 11% under the SCS lays a strong foundation 
for further advances in waste recovery and material reuse.

Catalysts

In 2040, the SCS has the potential to reduce plastic 
pollution by 652kt. That constitutes a 74% reduction 
compared to BAU, achieved through upstream and 
downstream interventions, strategic action and cross-
sector collaboration. The table outlines key actions and 

sub-actions critical to achieving SCS targets, with a focus 
on ensuring inclusivity by engaging with marginalized groups. 
Together, these actions serve as catalysts for advancing 
circular economy goals and reducing plastic pollution.

Cambodia stands at a pivotal moment in its transition towards a circular 
plastics economy and its efforts to drastically cut plastic pollution in 2040.

As such, this action roadmap acts as more than an environmental 
solution; it is a catalyst for inclusive and equitable progress 
that drives both economic growth and sustainable development. 
Aligned with Cambodia’s Circular Strategy on Environment and 
Pentagonal Strategy, it presents a pathway to resilience, job 
creation and long-term prosperity. Stakeholders in the roadmap 
must collaborate closely, take decisive action and continuously 
refine efforts to drive lasting impact. The time to act is now. 
Implementing this action roadmap without delay is essential 
to securing a cleaner, more sustainable future for all.

Journey Towards a Circular Plastic Economy: Plastic Action Roadmap in Cambodia 11
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546kt
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Share of plastic 
waste (%)

Population

Distribution 
of waste
generated

Plastic waste 
generated 
per capita
(plastic/year)

Other key metrics Improvement in %Business-as-usual scenario (2040) System-change scenario (2040)

882 230Plastic pollution (kt/yr)

4.8 2.9GHG emissions (ktCO2e/yr)

24,000 26,000Total jobs created

851 532Cost to government (M/yr)

Total plastic waste generated 

plástico/año

Urban

45.5kg

Rural

23.7kg

Bottles 12.1%

Rigid mono materials 36.4% 

Multi layer and 
multi materials 8.1% 

Flexible mono materials 30.3% 

Household goods 13.1% 

Volume of the total plastic waste generated in the year (2022) 
Including its flow to different pathways, including collected, uncollected, recycled, disposed (dumped) and mismanaged waste represented in kilostones (kt)

FateManagementGeneration

Imports (1.6kt)
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plastic
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(228kt)

Unsorted waste 
(225kt)

Dumpsites
(229kt)
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(546kt)

Formal recycling (3kt)
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Dumped on land (55kt)

Informal recycling (11kt) Recycling loss (6kt)Unsorted
waste (17kt)

Aquatic pollution
from dumpsite
(14kt)

Dumped in waterways (39kt)

Closed-loop recycling (1.5kt)
Open-loop recycling (7kt)
Sanitary landfill (5kt)
Exports (1.1kt)
Waste picker recovery (15kt)

Terrestrial pollution
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Open burning (248kt)
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Aquatic pollution (54kt)

Terrestrial pollution from littering (55kt)
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30.2%
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0%

Substituted
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Disposed
0.9%

Mismanaged
97.6%

Exported
0.1%

Population
growth rate*

1.2%

Informal collection (67kt)

Key highlights
CAMBODIA ROADMAP

Key takeaways about the current plastics life cycle, the impacts of following BAU and the 
potential benefits of a systems-led change across the plastics value chain in Cambodia.

Notes: The values presented in all graphs have been rounded to the nearest unit for clarity and ease of comparison. 
*Population growth directly affects expected growth in waste generation. According to Cambodias National Statistics Data (2019), the average projected population growth rate from 2019 - 2040 is 1.2%. 
**Circularity percentages indicate the proportion of plastic within the system that is reduced, substituted or recycled, thereby minimizing waste and maximizing resource.

Journey Towards a Circular Plastic Economy: Plastic Action Roadmap in Cambodia12



CAMBODIA ROADMAP

System interventions
CAMBODIA ROADMAP

Strategic accelerator Sub-action

Strengthen and expand 
the regulatory framework 
to drive circularity

Lead stakeholder: government

Supporting stakeholders: 
NGOs, civil society, private sector

• Ban avoidable single-use plastics after conducting thorough assessments to determine 
which formats are unnecessary.

• Regulate low-value plastic imports with stricter controls and quotas to prevent 
non-recyclable waste from entering Cambodia.

• Establish a carefully designed and mandatory EPR system to fund waste management 
that includes adequate reporting, circularity targets and oversight mechanisms.

• Introduce a deposit return scheme (DRS) for high-impact plastic formats, ensuring sufficient 
deposit values and return infrastructure to encourage adoption.

• Set binding circularity targets for recycled content, recycling rates and reusable packaging 
to drive coordinated action.

• Develop standards and certification for recyclable, compostable and reusable materials 
that are aligned with waste systems.

Establish sustainable 
financing mechanisms

Lead stakeholder: government

Supporting stakeholders: development 
agencies, financial institutions, private sector, 
NGOs, civil society

• Expand fiscal incentives and subsidies through tax breaks, reduced utility costs and direct 
subsidies for circular alternatives to attract private investment in circular technologies.

• Implement plastic taxes and levies to discourage plastic use and fund waste management. 
Use economic assessments to ensure affordability for marginalized communities.

• Mobilize public funds and grants to support plastic reduction initiatives, R&D, behaviour change 
campaigns and equitable transition efforts that prioritize vulnerable communities.

• Establish long-term financing models by implementing EPR regulations and creating a national 
waste management fund to pool industry and government contributions.

• Attract green investments by leveraging the Law on Investment to fast-track approvals and 
offer financial incentives for businesses that reduce and recycle plastic.

• Expand public-private partnerships (PPPs) to co-develop waste infrastructure, consolidating 
financial resources and derisking investments.

• Accelerate the finalization of Cambodia’s sustainable public procurement guidelines, 
set for 2025, to drive demand for circular products and incentivize businesses to adopt 
low-impact materials. Engaging industries in this process will ensure government purchasing 
prioritizes sustainability, strengthening market support for eco-friendly alternatives.

Strengthen collaboration 
across the plastic value chain 
to drive shared solutions and 
infrastructure development

Lead stakeholders: government, private sector, 
innovators/entrepreneurs, NGOs, civil society

Supporting stakeholders: development 
agencies, informal waste workers

• Strengthen NPAP as a national multistakeholder platform to coordinate government, 
private sector, informal workers and civil society in scaling reuse models and improving 
waste management.

• Develop recycling associations and industry initiatives to align material requirements for 
closed-loop recycling, improve coordination between formal and informal actors and expand 
plastic recycling infrastructure.

Drive inclusive behaviour 
change to reduce 
plastic usage and 
better manage waste

Lead stakeholders: government, private sector, 
innovators/entrepreneurs, NGOs, civil society

Supporting stakeholders: development 
agencies, informal waste workers.

• Expand awareness campaigns such as Plastic-Free to promote reuse and plastic alternatives 
in high plastic-use areas. Reinforce messaging through SMS, app notifications and local media.

• Encourage consumer adoption of circular alternatives through discounts, reward programmes 
and store incentives for reusable or compostable packaging.

• Integrate environmental education on plastic waste management into school curricula. 
Early education can foster long-term awareness and behaviour change.

• Identify key stakeholders who can serve as an extension of the government in delivering 
environmental education at the community level. These may include community leaders who can 
engage residents and promote plastic reduction and proper waste management across society.

• Promote shared household responsibility for waste sorting, challenge gender norms in waste 
management by ensuring men, women and children actively participate.

Ensure a just transition 
to a circular economy

Lead stakeholders: government, NGOs, 
civil society, private sector, academia

Supporting stakeholders: development 
agencies, informal waste workers,  
innovators/entrepreneurs

• Align grassroots initiatives by mapping waste reduction efforts, defining stakeholder 
roles and coordinating urban and rural actions.

• Engage communities in citizen science to improve plastic waste management through inclusive 
data collection and policy-making.

• Integrate informal waste workers into formal policies such as EPR, ensuring access to funding, 
training and legal protection.

• Ensure a fair transition of work by prioritizing informal workers for formal waste roles 
with fair wages, flexibility and childcare support.

• Prevent job losses by assessing risks before formalizing the waste sector and protecting 
vulnerable groups, such as migrants and women.

• Eliminate child labour by tackling its root causes, including poverty, lack of education 
and systemic discrimination.
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