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Marine litter: Single-use plastics and fishing gear 
Marine litter, most of which is plastic, is a major threat to marine and coastal biodiversity; it also has significant 
socio-economic impacts. In May 2018, the European Commission put forward a legislative proposal on the top 10 
single-use plastics found on European beaches, as well as fishing gear, with a view to reducing their impact on 
the environment and ensuring a functional internal market. The European Parliament is expected to adopt its 
position on the proposal during its October II plenary session.  

Background 
Plastics pervade modern life. Global plastics production has grown 20-fold since the 1960s, and is expected 
to double again by 2036. About three quarters of the marine litter in the world's seas is plastic, most of 
which comes from land-based sources. According to European Commission estimates, about half of the 
marine litter found on European beaches is single-use plastics. In addition to being a major threat to marine 
and coastal biodiversity, marine litter also has socio-economic impacts, with annual costs for the EU 
economy estimated at between €259 million and €695 million. A 2017 Eurobarometer survey found that a 
large majority of Europeans are concerned about the impacts of everyday plastic products on their health 
(74 %) and on the environment (87 %). 

European Commission proposal 
The proposal put forward in May 2018 would introduce a series of measures regarding the top 10 single-
use plastics found on European beaches as well as fishing gear, which together account for about 70 % of 
marine litter items found on European beaches. The proposal aims to reduce impacts on the environment 
and to prevent internal market fragmentation. The proposed measures include banning plastic cotton bud 
sticks, plates, cutlery and sticks for balloons; introducing consumption reduction targets for plastic food 
containers and drinks cups; requiring 90 % of plastic drinks bottles to be collected separately; and requiring 
plastic drinks containers and bottles to have their caps and lids attached. In addition, the proposal would 
require Member States to establish producer responsibility schemes, impose labelling obligations and/or 
raise consumer awareness regarding fishing gear and a number of single-use plastic items, such as cigarette 
filters, packets and wrappers, wet wipes, lightweight carrier bags and balloons. 

European Parliament position 
On 10 October 2018, the European Parliament's Committee on Environment, Public Health and Food Safety 
(ENVI) adopted its report on the proposal. It proposes some changes, including banning very lightweight 
plastic carrier bags (with some exceptions), oxodegradable plastic products, and certain expanded 
polystyrene food and drinks containers. On consumption reduction, it would strengthen requirements, to 
be 'ambitious and sustained' and to include national quantitative targets, and it would extend them to 
cigarette-filter waste, to be reduced by 50 % by 2025 and 80 % by 2030. It would set minimum recycled 
content of 35 % for drink bottles, to be met by 2025, and extend labelling requirements to cigarette filters, 
some packets and wrappers, and drinks cups. And on fishing gear, it would set a minimum collection rate 
of 50 % and a recycling target of 15 %, both to be met by 2025.  
The report is expected to be voted in plenary during the October II 2018 plenary session. 

First-reading report: 2018/0172(COD); Committee 
responsible: ENVI; Rapporteur: Frédérique Ries (ALDE, 
Belgium). For further information see our 'EU Legislation in 
progress' briefing.  
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