
  

Why reduce single-use plastic in your business?

Plastic is incredibly versatile, lightweight, cheap, strong and long-lasting, it is finding its way into every 
corner of our lives.  In 1907, Bakelite, the first synthetic plastic made from oil was invented.  By 1950 the 
world was producing 2 million tonnes of plastic per year, by 2015 the annual production had increased 
by nearly 200-times to 381 million tonnes.  …and these figures are set to increase as the plastics industry 
is gearing up to produce more plastic.  Single-use plastic is particularly a problem as we use it once then 
throw it away.  …and as plastic is made from fossil fuel we are unnecessarily squandering a precious 
natural resource.

To give a snapshot of the enormity of the problem, we will use plastic bottles as an example.  The 
government has calculated that the UK uses 38.5 million single-use drinks bottles per day of which 15 
million are not recycled.  It’s estimated that 700,000 of those bottles are littered every day, a visible 
problem which blights our towns and countryside.  

Last October Plastic Free Retford organized a litter pick and did a waste audit on a 100m stretch of road.  
We found 42 plastic bottles, 65 plastic food packaging wrappers and 57 other plastic items as well as 
other waste made from paper, cans and fabric.  Multiply that up regionally, nationally and globally and it 
amounts to a huge problem.

Even though we live hundreds of miles from the coast, our plastic can make its way into the ocean via 
our drains, sewage system, canals and rivers.  Once in the ocean, the waste accumulates in gyres, the 
largest of which is estimated to cover an area 3 times the size of France.  It is predicted that without 
action, by 2050 there will be more plastic in the ocean, measured by weight, than fish.  Over 100,000 
marine mammals and turtles and 1 million sea birds are killed by marine plastic pollution annually either 
by ingestion, entanglement or poisoning.  

Experts don’t really know how long it takes for plastic to completely decompose in a natural 
environment, because nobody has been around long enough to find out - but it’s estimated that a 
plastic bottle could take up to 1000 years.  In fact, plastic does not decompose it just breaks down into 
smaller and smaller microplastic particles. 

…and if all that wasn’t bad enough, we may also be damaging our own health.  The World Wildlife Fund 
recently found that the average person ingests the equivalent of a credit card of plastic every week.  
Toxic chemicals from plastics, such as BPA, phthalates, and dioxins have been linked to cancer and they 
can affect our endocrine and immune systems. 

We cannot recycle our way out of this problem either.  Recycled plastic bottles are not made into new 
plastic bottles, they are downcycled into synthetic fabrics or carpets for example.  
In Bassetlaw, most of our waste is disposed of by incineration as part of an energy from waste process, 
but this still provides a net source of greenhouse gas emissions in countries that do not solely rely on 



fossil fuels for their energy.  Incomplete combustion of plastics can produce dioxins and air pollution 
which are toxic and dangerous to both human and ecosystem health.  Modern incinerator technologies 
used in this country should prevent air pollution, but this is an unpopular option as nobody wants an 
incinerator in their back yard.  A recent planning application for an energy from waste facility in 
Harworth was refused due to significant objections from the local community.

The solution isn’t compostable packaging either.  Some packaging is home compostable but this takes at 
least 6 months and not all properties have space available for a composter. Most packaging labeled as 
compostable can only be processed within industrial composting facilities as it needs specific conditions 
to allow it to break down.  An industrial facility would need to be provided by the council which is costly 
and the additional collections and sorting required also adds to costs.  In addition, compostable waste 
which ends up in the amongst the regular plastic recycling stream can spoil the recycled product either 
by creating a lower grade or a whole batch may be rejected entirely.

So, we need to stop the problem at its source, reduce the amount of plastic we use and turn off the 
plastic tap.  Prevention is always better than a cure.  ….and the obvious place to start is with single-use, 
disposable, throw-away, avoidable and unnecessary plastic. This includes many common day-to-day 
items such as carrier bags, drinks bottles, plastic cutlery, food packaging, disposable coffee cups, straws 
and condiment sachets.     … and this is the reason that Plastic Free Communities have been created 
with the aim of reducing the use of single-use plastics all the way back to the companies who produce it.  
Already nearly 700 villages, towns, and cities have signed up with the goal of achieving plastic-free 
status.  Plastic Free Communities are the initiative of Surfers Against Sewage which is widely recognized 
as one of the UK’s leading marine conservation charities.  Initially, they were literally ‘Surfers Against 
Sewage’ - but plastic pollution is the new sewage - it is now one of the biggest threats to our beaches, 
our precious river and marine ecosystems and human well-being.  

We need individuals, businesses, schools and community groups to get involved in our campaign, to 
audit their plastic use and start removing single-use items from their premises.  It’s not about getting rid 
of everything plastic but addressing our throw-away culture.  If we stop buying it, they will stop 
producing it!  We will award a certificate and wooden plaque to any business or community groups that 
removes 3 or more single use items from their premises or replaces them with sustainable alternatives.

The larger vision is to make Retford a destination and a leader in the fight against waste.  Businesses can 
work together to reduce and replace single-use plastics.  Litter would be reduced and the town would be 
a more pleasant place to live and visit.  We will promote local businesses that are trying to be more 
environmentally friendly and help them build up a loyal customer base.  We will work with you to find 
cost effective solutions or alternatives and maybe even save you some money!

We all need to change our habits which have been built up over a lifetime, but change can and will 
happen.  If you would like to get involved, please contact us at plasticfreeretford@gmail.com

@PlasticFreeRetford We also have a Plastic Free Retford Group
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