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Waste Colonialism and Turkey
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Current Situation
Turkey still imports apprx 650 000 tons of plastic waste per year and illegal dumping and burning activities still
ongoing.
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The Book



Main Motto: “We send them vitamins, they 
send us toxic waste”
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Waste Colonialsm, 

the Basel 

Convention, and   

the Remaining 

Challenges
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why waste moves to 
waste colonies

cost externalization



The history of pollution is one of “cost 
externalization”



COST EXTERNALIZATION

A market distortion that occurs when an 
action taken damages people or planet, 
often as a hidden cost, and yet that cost 

to either prevent or repair such damage is 
never paid by those causing it.



Waste follows a pathway of 
greatest opportunity for cost externalization.   

These opportunities are functions of disparities in 
political or economic power. 

Such waste trade is exploitation.  

It is waste colonialism.  





I think the economic logic 

behind dumping a load of 

toxic waste in the lowest 

wage country is impeccable 

and we should face up to 

that. 

-- Lawrence Summers, 1991



The 
“Impeccable 

Economic 
Logic” of the 
Waste Trade
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Shipbreaking Trade → South Asia



E-Waste Trade → Africa and Asia



Plastic Waste Trade 
→ Asia

Turkey and 
Mexico



What are the Hidden, Externalized Costs of Plastic Waste 

Trade?  Who will pay?

Climate killing greenhouse 

gas as ship fuel burns to 

cross the oceans



What are the Hidden, Externalized Costs of Plastic Waste 

Trade?  Who will pay?

The loss of safe drinking 

water from washing 

operations



What are the Hidden, Externalized Costs of Plastic Waste 

Trade?  Who will pay?

Health of workers damaged 

breathing toxic emissions as 

toxic plastic is melted. 



What are the Hidden, Externalized Costs of Plastic Waste 

Trade?  Who will pay?

Contamination of water 

supplies / microplastics and 

chemicals.



What are the Hidden, Externalized Costs of Plastic Waste 

Trade?  Who will pay?

Contamination of water 

supplies / microplastics and 

chemicals.



What are the Hidden, Externalized Costs of Plastic Waste 

Trade?  Who will pay?

Cancer causing exposure 

from dumping and burning 

of unrecycled plastic 

fractions in fields or boilers.



Key Drivers of Negative Externalities 

in Waste Colonialism

1. The Global Commons Syndrome caused by weak 

Global Governance – e.g. carbon dioxide pollution

2. Lack of Democracy / Empowerment giving damaged 

people the right of redress against toxic exposure. 

3. Global Inequity – Creates desperation,  labor cost 

disparity -- cheap labor via trade but with a lack of 

safety nets/protections in weaker economies

4. “Green Cloak” of the word “Recycling” and co-option 

of ”Circular Economy”



preventatives against 
“Waste Colonialism”

Basel Convention 

successes and failures



• 1980s Epidemic of Waste Trade Events (1984-
1990)

• Most invoked some kind of recycling pretext.  

• Basel Convention Adopted (1989):  
Controlled wastes whether for recycling or 
disposal the same.  Created PIC Procedure:  
Transparency and Right of Refusal. 191 Parties

• Created Basel Ban Amendment, Finally in 
Force (2019) as New Article 4a.  104 Parties

• Plastics Amendments (2019).  In force (2021).   
Controlled Plastic Waste Trade for the first time!
Supposed to Control all Plastic Trade....

VERY 
short 

history of  
the 

Basel 
Convention



Plastic Waste Exports for Recycling Increasingly 
Exposed as Environmental Dumping 





Now Controlled: mixed    
and dirty plastics as Y48:

-- Exports from US to Basel    
Parties Illegal.

-- Exports from EU to 
developing countries 
Illegal.

-- Notification and Consent 
needed for other 
situations



Plastics Amendment Failings / Work to do!

1. Countries Failure to Implement / Using Article 11 Agreements 

to undermine obligations -- Canada, US, Mexico, EU.

2. Countries Failure to Enforce: Japan, EU, UK, Turkey, 

Malaysia

3. Basel Failure to include all mixed and dirty Plastics (Y48) as 

originally Intended:  synthetic textile, synthetic rubber, refuse 

derived fuel (RDF), plastics mixed into paper bales, etc. pose 

an unexpected exception. 

4. Basel Failure to consider toxic additives as triggering 

hazardous waste definition (A3210) – Every mixed load should 

be considered as hazardous. 



What to 
Expect on 

Waste Trade 
from INC 
Process

• Zero Draft: one improvement proposed:   
All plastic waste exports would be subject 
to PIC control. 

• INC-4 Draft: That option remains but two 
more options added reverting to Basel

• I fear Basel (status quo) will rule the day

• However, as waste trade is largely a 
symptom of overproduction of a non-circular 
material, the battle can be won through 
binding production phase-outs upstream!



New EU Waste Shipment Regulation – In 
force in 2 years:

• For the first time EU will impose a ban 
on exporting Basel uncontrolled wastes 
(plastic) to non-OECD countries. 

• To OECD countries like Turkey PIC will 
be required and nor more that 2% 
contamination allowed. 

• After two years of close scrutiny, a ban 
to OECD will be imposed if evidence 
shows unsound management. 

One BIG

Success 
Story

--
EU



www.ban.org

Thank You! 













The Human Rights 
Consequences of the Plastic 

Waste Trade
Krista Shennum

Researcher, Climate Rights International

Photo: Human Rights Watch



Plastics as a Rights Issue

Source: IPEN



Right to Health

Sources: CIEL/NonprofitDesign.com (left) , Jonathan Torgovnik/Getty Images Reportage

Workers’ Rights



Rights to Water and 
to a Clean, Healthy 
and Sustainable 
Environment

Source: Thomson Reuters 2021



Türkiye Case Study

Report Key Findings:

• Health impacts

• Toxic exposure to workers and 
communities

• Impacts on children, migrants, 
refugees

• Failure of the Turkish government to 
prevent harms

• Harms exacerbated by plastic waste 
imports



A Global Plastics Treaty that Promotes 
Human Rights

Lifecycle 
Approach

Cap Plastic 
Production

Ban Toxic 
Chemicals

Legally Binding









Toxic Contamination of Plastics

Jindřich Petrlík
Arnika – Toxics and Waste Programme

Dioxin & POPs Waste Expert – International 
Pollutants Elimination Network



• IPEN Participating Organizations in 125 Countries working for a Toxics-Free Future

• Including both national activities and global policy efforts 

IPEN - A Global NGO Network 



Every stage of the life cycle of plastic 
involves toxic chemicals 



“Without additives, plastics would not work”
- The British Plastics Federation

Type of additive Function For example 

Plasticizers Provides flexibility
Chlorinated paraffins (SCCP/MCCP/LCCP); phthalates 
(DIHP, BBP, DEHP)

Flame retardants Prevent ignition
Polybrominated diphenyl ethers (PBDEs); 
tetrabromobisphenol A (TBBPA)

Stabilizers Prevent degradation Bisphenol A (BPA); Cadmium, Lead, Zinc, Nonylphenol

Pigments Provide color Cadmium, Chromium,  Lead compounds, Phthalates

Biocides Antimicrobial Arsenic, triclosan



Examples of Annex III
(Basel Convention) characteristics

Example of Additive and health effect

H6.1 Poisonous 

(Acute)
Lead 

H11 Toxic (Delayed 

or chronic)

Endocrine Disrupting Chemicals: phthalates, UV stabilizer and nonylphenol, dioxins
Carcinogens: Cadmium, Chromium,  Lead compounds

H12 Ecotoxic Triclosan, Zinc compounds

H13 Capable, of 
yielding another 

material after 
disposal with Annex 

III characteristics

Halogenated flame retardants yields halogenated dioxins 

NOTE: Fluorinated plastics, cured resins and condensation products yield a range of 
H13 materials (e.g. fluoroalkenes, carbonyl fluoride and hydrogen fluoride, ammonia and 

cyanic acid)



Chemicals in Plastics

Study 2021 – 10,000+ (Wiesinger et al., 2021)

Study 2023 – 13,000+ (Weber et al., 2023)

Study 2024 – 16,000+ (Wagner et al., 2024)

4,200 – persistent, bioaccumulative, mobile 
and/or toxic

Hazard information lacking for over 10,000
<6% currently subject to global regulation
unregulated plastic chemicals of concern -

3600+
Martin Wagner, Laura Monclús, Hans Peter H. Arp, Ksenia J. Groh, Mari E. Løseth, Jane Muncke, Zhanyun Wang, Raoul Wolf,
Lisa Zimmermann (2024) State of the science on plastic chemicals - Identifying and addressing chemicals and polymers of
concern, http://dx.doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.10701706.





PBDEs „emissions“ flows

Fig 1. Illustration of the flows of the trade embodied emissions of PBDEs between 
the world regions. Source: (Tong et al., 2022).



Contamination 
in the Global South



Food chain



Toxics in eggs



Recycling of POPs violates 
the Stockholm Convention



Toxics – Let them go? or to control them?



• Toxic additives remains during recycling and new toxic chemicals can be 
formed during the process.

• Widespread contamination e.g. in children´s products and food contact 
materials

Toxic Recycling Due to Toxic Additives









































Latin America, the Greenwashing Servant

• After China closed its boarders to plastic import, waste that used to be exported 
to China, is being sent to several countries in LAC, among others.

• By 2020, the US had distributed 44.000 tons of plastic waste to 15 countries in 
LAC.

• Complicity, opacity and lack of capacity from LAC governments.

Organizations started their research in 2020, 
being capable to build a case with the 
information found.



The audacity of the US
• The US is the most non-committal power.

• It is incapable of processing the plastic waste it produces.

• The recycling rate in the US has declined.

• In the past, the export of millions of tons of plastic waste to China was 
registered as recycled

• Hundreds of different types of synthetic plastic materials produced are 
fundamentally non-recyclable.

• While other countries now restrict imports of plastic waste to countries that do 
not belong to the OECD, the flow of U.S. plastic waste to countries with high 
rates of waste mismanagement continues at a scandalous level.

• It is of high concern the flow of waste coming to Mexico.



Questions not answered: lack of 
transparency or access to information

• Where exactly is it coming from

•  Under what headings or subheadings is it entering

• What supervision is there from the ministries of the environment

•  What industries are being fed with imported dirty plastic

The most disturbing of all questions: Do Ecuador 
or Mexico really have a greater recycling capacity 
than the United States?



Ecuador

• In August 2020, the U.S. registered an export record to four countries, including 
Ecuador, which received 1,100 tons of this type of waste.

• The Andean country barely manages to recover 4% of its waste, and this is 
mainly due to grassroots recyclers work.

• Besides the inconsistencies between the figures, at least 10,000 tons of plastic 
waste enter Ecuador annually. This number equals the total plastic waste 
production from 40 cities, with an average population of 266,688.”

• As a signatory to the Basel Convention and the Plastics Amendment, the 
corresponding authority, the Ministery of Environment and Water, is in the dark 
about whether or not the waste arrives contaminated or if it is hazardous.



Mexico

• Through their website, the collective Malditos Plásticos provides a radiography 
of Plastic Waste Colonialism in Mexico.

• According to Mexico's Tariff Information System (Siavi), from 2015 to 2021, the 
country would have received 662,518 tons of plastic waste, with 94% coming 
from the United States, and 3% from Italy, Germany, Netherlands, and China. 

• Nine companies control the plastic waste import market. 

• Cement companies such as Cemex have set the ambitious goal of incinerating 19 
million tons of plastic waste by 2030.



What do we have in our favor 

• Active communities in resistance mode, and actively doing research

• The Basel Convention and the plastics amendment in addition.

• The Escazú agreement

• We still need a legally binding international Treaty that cover the entire life cycle 
of plastic.



Two take aways 

• Plastics export is always a false solution because they are so pervasive that they 
are extremely tough to collect, virtually impossible to sort, harmful to the 
environment, expensive to reprocess, and they often contain toxic materials 
(The Guardian in October 2022)

• Waste colonialism should be understood as another stage of the life-death cycle 
of plastic: it does not end in its final disposal or treatment, but continues 
through colonialism, as a spiral of poison
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