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Conservation, environmental pollution and degradation 
 

Tackling Plastic Waste 
 
Introduction  

• Recently the Environment Ministry published draft regulations on Extended Producer Responsibility 
(EPR). 

 
Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) 

• EPR requires the manufacturer of a product, or the party that introduces it into the community, to 
take responsibility for its life cycle. 

• In India, producers have externalised these costs due to the presence of a robust informal sector 
composed of waste pickers.  

• By failing to mention waste pickers or mechanisms for their incorporation under EPR, the guidelines 
are retrogressive.  

• An effective EPR framework should address the issue of  plastic waste management in tandem with 
the existing machinery, and lead to a positive environmental impact, with monitoring mechanisms 
including penalties for non-compliance. 

 
Role of waste pickers 

• Waste pickers, working in dangerous and unsanitary conditions, have picked up what we throw 
away. 

• They form the base of a pyramid that includes scrap dealers, aggregators and re-processors.  

• By diverting waste towards recycling and reuse, waste pickers also subsidise local governments 
responsible for solid waste management.  

• They reduce the amount of waste accumulating in cities, water bodies and dumpsites and increase 
recycling and reuse. 

• Unfortunately, most informal waste pickers remain invisible. 
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• Between 1.5 and 4 million waste pickers in India work without social security, health insurance, 
minimum wages or basic protective gear. 

• EPR funds could be deployed for registration of the informal sector actors and building their 
capacity. 

• Without strong government regulation, the millions of workers will stand to lose their livelihoods. 
 
Plastic packaging 

• The EPR guidelines are limited to plastic packaging.  

• A large part of plastics produced are single-use or throwaway plastic packaging. 

• There are other multi-material plastic items like sanitary pads, chappals, and polyester that pose a 
huge waste management challenge, but have been left out of the scope of EPR. 

• The government could support and strengthen the informal recycling chain by bridging gaps in 
adequate physical spaces, infrastructure, etc. 

• Increasing the demand for and use of recycled plastics in packaging, thus creating the value to 
accommodate the current costs of recycling.  

 
Processing 

• Processes like waste-to-energy and incineration have proven to release carbon dioxide, particulate 
matter and harmful dioxins which have negative climate and health impacts. 

• Technologies like chemical recycling and pyrolysis are capital-intensive, yielding low returns. 

• A number of gasification, pyrolysis and other chemical recycling projects have figured in accidents 
such as fires, explosions and financial losses.  

 
Way Forward 

• The government should redo the consultation process for the draft guidelines and involve informal 
workers.  

• The scope of plastics covered by the guidelines could be altered to exclude those plastics which are 
efficiently recycled and to include other plastic and multi-material items. 

• And end-of-life processing technologies should be closely evaluated, based on their health and 
environmental impacts. 
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