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Plastic waste and recycling in the EU: facts and 
figures

Nearly a third of plastic waste in Europe is recycled. Find out more facts and figures on 
plastic waste and its recycling in the EU with our infographic.
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Find out the facts about plastic waste and recycling in the EU 

The production of plastic has grown exponentially in just a few decades - from 1.5 million tonnes 
in 1950 to 359 million tonnes in 2018 worldwide – and with it the amount of plastic waste. After a 
sharp drop in production in the first half of 2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic, production 
recovered again in the second half of the year.
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The EU is already taking measures to reduce the amount of plastic waste, but what happens to 
the waste that is generated despite all efforts? And how can plastic recycling rates be 
increased? 
 

Check out EU measures to tackle plastic waste

Plastic waste treatment in Europe
In Europe, energy recovery is the most used way to dispose of plastic waste, followed by 
recycling. Some 25% of all the generated plastic waste is landfilled.

Half of the plastic collected for recycling is exported to be treated in countries outside the EU. 
Reasons for export include the lack of capacity, technology or financial resources to treat the 
waste locally. EU exports of waste to non-EU countries reached 32.7 million tonnes in 2020. 
The majority of waste consists of ferrous and nonferrous metal scrap as well as paper, plastic, 
textile and glass wastes and mainly goes to Turkey, India and Egypt.

Previously, a significant share of the exported plastic waste was shipped to China, but recent 
restrictions on imports of plastic waste in China is likely to further decrease EU exports. This 
poses the risk of increased incineration and landfilling of plastic waste in Europe. Meanwhile, 
the EU is trying to find circular and climate-friendly ways of managing its plastic waste.

The low share of plastic recycling in the EU means significant losses for the economy as well as 
for the environment. It is estimated that 95% of the value of plastic packaging material is lost to 
the economy after a short first-use cycle.

Globally, researchers estimate that the production and incineration of plastic pumped more than 
850 million tonnes of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere in 2019. By 2050, those emissions 
could rise to 2.8 billion tonnes, a part of which could be avoided through better recycling.

 
Read more about waste management in the EU

Problems with plastic recycling
The main issues complicating plastic recycling are the quality and price of the recycled product, 
compared with their unrecycled counterpart. Plastic processors require large quantities of 
recycled plastic, manufactured to strictly controlled specifications and at a competitive price. 
 

However, since plastics are easily customised to the needs - functional or esthetic - of each 
manufacturer, the diversity of the raw material complicates the recycling process, making it 
costly and affecting the quality of the end product. As a consequence, the demand for recycled 
plastics is growing rapidly, though in 2018 it accounted for only 6% of plastics demand in 
Europe.
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ttps://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20180830STO11347/how-to-reduce-plastic-waste-eu-strategy-explained
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/ddn-20220525-1
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/the-plastic-waste-trade-in
https://www.wwf.org.au/news/blogs/plastic-waste-and-climate-change-whats-the-connection#gs.4gzb4l
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20180328STO00751/eu-waste-management-infographic-with-facts-and-figures


EU solutions to increase plastic recycling rates
In June 2019, the EU adopted new rules to target the issue of plastic marine litter. It includes a 
25% target for recycled content in plastic bottles by 2025 and 30% by 2030. 
 

In November 2022, the Commission proposed new EU-wide rules on packaging, including 
proposals to improve packaging design, such as clear labelling, to promote reuse and recycling 
and calls for a transition to bio-based, biodegradable and compostable plastics.

 
Find out more about how the EU wants to achieve a circular economy by 2050

As part of the Green Deal, 55% of plastic packaging waste should be recycled by 2030. This 
would imply better design for recyclability, but MEPs believe measures to stimulate the market 
for recycled plastic are also needed.

These measures could include:

Creating quality standards for secondary plastics• 
Encouraging certification in order to increase the trust of both industry and 
consumers

• 

Introducing mandatory rules on minimum recycled content in certain products• 
Encouraging EU countries to consider reducing VAT on recycled products• 

 
The European Parliament also backed the restriction of light-weight plastic bags in the EU in 
2015.

In addition MEPs called on the Commission to take action against micro plastics. 
 

In January 2023, Parliament voted on its position regarding waste shipment rules which aim to 
promote reuse and recycling and reduce pollution. MEPs insist that exports of plastic waste to 
non-OECD countries should be banned and shipments to OECD countries should be phased 
out within four years.
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https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32019L0904
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_22_7155?fbclid=IwAR17DTjpv2Z22Wf8tQ73xYvoQ7yjuvXVeT8kZhrYDEri9eMkrz4XJrS-eAA
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20210128STO96607/how-the-eu-wants-to-achieve-a-circular-economy-by-2050
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20200618STO81513/green-deal-key-to-a-climate-neutral-and-sustainable-eu
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/eu-affairs/20140423STO44901/no-more-plastic-bags-polluting-our-environment
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20181116STO19217/microplastics-sources-effects-and-solutions


The EU wants to reduce the amount of harmful plastic waste ©AP images/European Union -EP

Find out more
Check progress on the strategy for plastics
Parliament resolution on European strategy for plastics in a circular economy
Commission website on European strategy for plastics
•	Adopted text on plastic ban (27. March 2019)
European Commission website on microplastic pollution
Fact sheet: resource efficiency and the circular economy
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http://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-new-boost-for-jobs-growth-and-investment/file-strategy-on-plastics-in-the-circular-economy
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=TA&language=EN&reference=P8-TA-2018-0352
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/plastic_waste.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2019-0305_EN.html#title2
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/topics/plastics/microplastics_en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/factsheets/en/sheet/76/resource-efficiency-and-the-circular-economy
mailto:webmaster@europarl.eu

