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ABSTRACT

This article investigates China’s evolving legal and regulatory
framework for addressing plastic pollution and highlights that the
emergence of the “Entire Chain Governance” approach in the early 2020s
may mark a critical turning point in the country’s plastic management.
Unlike China’s prior measures, which narrowly focused on plastic
pollution primarily as a waste disposal issue, the “Entire Chain
Governance” approach adopts a holistic, integrated perspective that
extends beyond end-of-pipe solutions to encompass the entire plastic life
cycle. This shift has driven a proliferation of government regulations and
policies at both central and subnational levels in recent years, although it
has attracted limited scholarly attention. Through combined legal and
policy analysis, this article fills this gap by offering a comprehensive
critique of the evolution of China’s plastic regulatory regime. While
recognizing the advancements in China’s plastic regulations, the article
also identifies significant gaps and complexities that, if not addressed
promptly, risk undermining China’s mission to resolve the plastic crisis.
While recognizing notable advancements and increased regulatory
ambition, it also identifies significant gaps, implementation challenges,
and institutional complexities that risk undermining China’s objectives to
address the plastic crisis effectively. The article concludes by emphasizing
the urgent need for stronger legal frameworks, particularly focused on
more effectively translating the full life cycle management embodied in
the “Entire Chain Governance” approach into enforceable legal mandates
and cohesive multi-agency coordination mechanisms at this pivotal
crossroads in China’s battle against plastic pollution.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Plastic pollution has emerged as a major global environmental
crisis, intricately linked to climate change and biodiversity loss, and
posing significant challenges to ecosystems, human health, and
economies.! The use of plastic products has become widespread due to
their versatility, lightweight nature, flexibility, and durability.> The
widespread presence, combined with a lack of sufficient waste treatment
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! See UNITED NATIONS ENV’T PROGRAMME, THE STATE OF PLASTICS: WORLD ENVIRONMENT DAY
OUTLOOK 2018 3 (2018); see OECD, IMPROVING PLASTICS MANAGEMENT: TRENDS, POLICY
RESPONSES, AND THE ROLE OF INTERNATIONAL CO-OPERATION AND TRADE 3-5 (2018).

> The Magnificent 7 Elements of Plastics as a ‘Wicked Problem’, PLASTIC OCEANS,
https://plasticoceans.org/magnificent-7-elements-plastics-wicked-problem/
[https://perma.cc/BL27-JJ85] (last visited Nov. 3, 2025).
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options, has intensified the complexity and scale of plastic pollution as
both an environmental and societal challenge.* As the world’s largest
plastic producer and one of the biggest generators of plastic waste, China
faces mounting plastic pollution which threatens its aspiration to establish
a modern environmental governance system and realize the vision of
“ecological civilization.”* Given the transboundary nature of plastic
pollution, China’s efforts to rein in this environmental threat will have
significant and far-reaching implications beyond its borders. The degree
to which China can control and prevent plastic pollution will serve as a
critical test of its administrative capacity and its ability to contribute
meaningfully to global environmental governance.

China’s regulatory attempts to manage plastic pollution date back
to the late 1990s, but their success has been limited for various reasons, as
elaborated below.® In 2018, China significantly intensified its ambition to
curb plastic pollution through the implementation of the National Sword
policy, which prohibited the import of plastic and metal waste.® Since the
early 2020s, the central government has markedly escalated its regulatory
and policy initiatives to mitigate plastic pollution.” A key development
during this period was the introduction and advancement of the “Entire
Chain Governance” (“Quan Lian Tiao Zhi Li”’) approach, which attempts
to address all stages of the plastic life cycle, including production,
distribution, consumption, recycling, and final disposal.® This represents a

P

Au Shion Yee, Managing Plastic Waste in the People’s Republic of China, in 249 ASIAN DEV.
BANK BRIEFS 1, 2 (2023). In 2007, the Chinese Communist Party formally introduced the concept
of ‘ecological civilization’ as a guiding development paradigm, proposing systemic transformation
away from the environmental degradation associated with industrial civilization towards
sustainable, green, and resource-efficient development. &/ Er [Nailing Yan], 3%+t Kigss
SETRIfES: © 4275 CHA [Explanatory Note on the Keywords of the 17th Party Congress Report:
Ecological Civilization], NPC (Oct. 20, 2007), http:/www.npc.gov.cn/zgrdw/npc//////zt/2007-
10/29/content_374272.htm [https://perma.cc/23G6-4WUJ].

> See infia Section 3.2.1.

®  China Tightens Ban on Solid Waste Imports, XINHUANET (Nov. 19, 2018, at 18:48 CST),
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-11/19/c_137615850.htm [https://perma.cc/P3NY -
HUS54]; Ying Xia, China’s Environmental Campaign: How China’s “War on Pollution” Is
Transforming the International Trade in Waste, 51 N.Y.U. J. INT’L L. & PoL. 1101, 1104, 1150
(2019) (discussing the international implications of China’s waste ban).

See discussion infra Section 3.2.3.

The reference to the “Entire Chain Governance” approach was made in the high-level opinion
issued by the Central Committee of the Chinese Communist Party (CCCCP). See % FiRAITHF
TSR ABIREBIEDL [Opinions on Thoroughly Fighting the Tough Battle of Pollution
Prevention and Control] (promulgated by the St. Council, Nov. 2, 2021) XINHUA NEWS AGENCY
(Nov. 8, 2021) (China), https://www.mee.gov.cn/zcwj/zyygwj/202111/t20211108_959456.shtml
[https://perma.cc/75U8-ZYXN].
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significant shift from earlier measures that focused narrowly on isolated
stages, especially the end-of-life phase or specific plastic products.’ The
Entire Chain Governance strategy embraces a holistic, integrated
framework that seeks to manage plastics sustainably across their entire
lifecycle, from design and manufacture to end-of-life management, which
aims to minimize environmental impact and foster circularity throughout
the plastic economy. '’

Although China’s regulatory landscape for plastic pollution has
rapidly evolved in recent years, it has received inadequate attention in
scholarly discourse, particularly from a legal perspective.!! This contrasts
with a broad and expanding array of literature articulating the importance
of regulating plastic pollution from global, regional, national and local
perspectives.'? Most existing literature analyzing China’s plastic pollution

° Id.

10 Seex FRAITIFS LB AB R RIE DL [Opinions on Thoroughly Fighting the Tough Battle
of Pollution Prevention and Control], supra note 8.

For discussions on China’s plastic pollution governance from a non-legal perspective, see
Kathinka First & Yidi Feng, China’s Regulatory Respond to Plastic Pollution: Trends and
Trajectories, 9 FRONTIERS IN MARINE SCL. 1, 1-2 (2022) and Chen Liu & Chang Liu, Exploring
Plastic-Management Policy in China: Status, Challenges and Policy Insights, 15 SUSTAINABILITY
1,2 (2023).

See generally Karen Raubenheimer, Alistair Mcllgorm & Niliifer Oral, Towards an Improved
International Framework to Govern the Life Cycle of Plastics, 27 REV. EUR., COMPAR. & INT’L
ENV’T L. 210 (2018) (discussing international regulations on plastic pollution); see generally Eva
Romeée van der Marel, Trading Plastic Waste in a Global Economy: Soundly Regulated by the
Basel Convention?,34 J.ENV’T L. 477 (2022) (discussing the Basel Convention as an international
regulation to achieve a more sustainable global plastics economy); see generally Esther Kentin &
Heidi Kaarto, An EU Ban on Microplastics in Cosmetic Products and the Right to Regulate, 27
REV. EUR., COMPAR. & INT’L ENV’T L. 254 (2018) (discussing the legal implications of an EU
restriction under the Regulation on the Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of
Chemicals in relation to the right to regulate in the EU and in the context of the World Trade
Organization); see generally Hope Johnson, Zoe Nay, Rowena Maguire, Leonie Barner, Alica
Payne & Manuela Taboada, Conceptualizing the Transnational Regulation of Plastics: Moving
Towards a Preventive and Just Agenda for Plastics, 11 TRANSNAT’L ENV’T L. 325 (2021)
(discussing the deficiencies in the transnational regulation of plastics); see generally Samvel
Varvastian, The Role of Courts in Plastic Pollution Governance, 72 INT’'L & COMPAR. L.Q. 635
(2023) (discussing courts’ increasingly important role in plastic pollution governance); see
generally Robert W. Adler & Carina E. Wells, Plastics and the Limits of U.S. Environmental Law,
47 HARV. ENV’T L. REV. 1 (2023) (discussing U.S. regulations on plastic pollution); see generally
Peter Dauvergne, Why Is the Global Governance of Plastic Failing the Oceans?, 51 GLOB. ENV’T
CHANGE 22 (2018) (discussing the need for more effective domestic and international plastic
regulations); see generally Beatriz Garcia, Mandy Meng Fang & Jolene Lin, Marine Plastic
Pollution in Asia: All Hands on Deck!, 3 CHINESE J. ENV'T L. 11 (2019) (discussing the
effectiveness of local and subnational regulations in China and Indonesia); see generally Jonas J.
Monast & John Virdin, Pricing Plastics Pollution: Lessons from Three Decades of Climate Policy,
54 CONN. L. REV. 345 (2022) (recognizing that plastic pollution is a problem with local, national,
and global impacts, and proposing pollution pricing policies to help address global plastic
pollution); see generally Sen Wang, International Law-Making Process of Combating Plastic

11
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governance tends to focus narrowly on specific measures (such as import
bans or plastic bag restrictions) or sectors (including single-use plastics or
microplastics), often lacking comprehensive coverage of recent
developments.'® This imbalance is problematic given China’s significant
share of global plastic production and consumption and its emergent
regulatory ambitions to address the plastic crisis. Accordingly, there is an
urgent need for an updated, objective, and comprehensive assessment of
China’s evolving environmental regulation of plastic pollution.

In this context, this Article aims to provide one of the first
thorough assessments of China’s legal and regulatory efforts to mitigate
plastic pollution. Drawing on primary and secondary sources, it reviews
the evolution of China’s plastic governance framework since the 1990s,
with particular focus on recent initiatives, notably the Entire Chain
Governance approach. The analytical objective of this Article is to assess
whether China’s legal and regulatory framework effectively incorporates
the life cycle approach in plastic governance and to evaluate its efficacy
in reducing plastic pollution.

While acknowledging China’s progress in intensifying efforts to
reduce plastic waste and pollution, this Article also highlights significant
gaps and challenges within its plastic regulatory framework. This Article
is structured as follows: Part two examines the scope of China’s plastic
pollution problem, including its causes, scale, and environmental and
societal impacts. Part three provides an updated and comprehensive
overview of the evolution of China’s legal and regulatory measures to
address plastic pollution, with particular emphasis on the emergence of the
Entire Chain Governance approach. Part four offers a thorough and
objective critique of the strengths and limitations of China’s
environmental regulation of plastic pollution through the lens of the Entire

Pollution: Status Quo, Debates and Prospects, 147 MARINE POL’Y 1 (2023) (discussing the
international law-making efforts on plastic pollution and the United Nations Environment
Assembly’s current mandate).

13 See Jianli Liu, Yunfei Yang, Lihui An, Qiang Liu & Jiannan Ding, The Value of China’s
Legislation on Plastic Pollution Prevention in 2020, 108 BULL. ENV’'T CONTAMINATION &
TOXICOLOGY 601, 601 (2022); see also Yue Yang, Ling Chen & Lan Xue, Looking for a Chinese
Solution to Global Problems: The Situation and Countermeasures of Marine Plastic Waste and
Microplastics Pollution Governance System in China, 19 CHINESE J. POPULATION, RES. & ENV’T
352,352 (2021); see Bairong Wang & Yong Li, Plastic Bag Usage and the Policies: A Case Study
of China, 126 WASTE MGMT. 163, 163 (2021); see Mandy Meng Fang, China’s Battle Against
Marine Plastic Pollution at the Local Level: A Case Study of Sanya City, Hainan Province, 37
OCEAN Y .B. 249, 253 (2023); see Zongguo Wen, Yiling Xie, Muhan Chen & Christian Doh Dinga,
China’s Plastic Import Ban Increases Prospects of Environmental Impact Mitigation of Plastic
Waste Trade Flow Worldwide, 12 NATURE COMMC’NS 1, 1 (2021).
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Chain Governance framework. Finally, Part 5 summarizes the findings
and presents actionable recommendations to enhance China’s capacity to
reduce plastic pollution effectively.

2. BACKGROUND—MAPPING CHINA’S PLASTIC POLLUTION: THE
SCALE, CAUSES AND IMPACTS

China is the world’s largest producer and exporter of plastic,
manufacturing roughly one-third of global plastic products, which are
approximately seventy-five million tons per year.'* Each year, the country
exports over fourteen million tons of plastic products.’* The five
predominant plastic resins produced in China are polyethylene,
polypropylene, polyvinyl chloride, polystyrene, and polyethylene
terephthalate.!® The majority of these plastics are derived from virgin
fossil fuel feedstocks.!” Production remains concentrated in the eastern
provinces such as Zhejiang and Guangdong, which account for over 34
percent of national output, underscoring regional production disparities.'®
Accompanying China’s rapid economic growth, plastic consumption has
surged dramatically, reaching approximately 90.87 million tons in 2020,
representing roughly 20 percent of global plastic demand.!® Notably, the
consumption of single-use plastics, which are designed for immediate

See Plastic Industry in China — Statistics and Facts, STATISTA (Jan. 3, 2024)

https://www.statista.com/topics/8365/plastic-industry-in-china/ [https://perma.cc/STEM-SQWZ];

See HEMY #53)3C [Shi Zhipeng & Peng Xunwen], JEEEEN 5L » S EAG 7 F(EZ%” [China

Has a “Timetable” for Tackling Plastic Pollution], PEOPLE.CN (Mar.2, 2020),

https://paper.people.com.cn/rmrbhwb/html/2020-03/02/content_1973949.htm

[https://perma.cc/393X-FG4A].

I

1 Xunyang Zhang, 5385% : HEZHTUREERAERME FE+EHEFICIE [The Research
on the Green and Low-Carbon Development of China’s Plastic Industry], ZHEJIANG ECON. &
INFO. CTR.  (Jan. 26, 2024) (China), https:/zjic.zj.gov.cn/ywdh/nyhj/202401/
t20240125_21552526.shtml [https:/perma.cc/SDH2-F4CS].

7 Id.

18 20254F LRI E RN B RIS % AR WHL R A5 E17.7%, 17.1%
[Plastic Products Output in China in the First Half of 2025: A 5% Year-on-Year Increase, with
Guangdong and Zheijiang Accounting for 17.7% and 17.1% Respectively], CHINA BAOGAO (Aug.
8, 2025, 08:52 CST) (China), https://www.chinabaogao.com/detail/760590.html
[https://perma.cc/L4QQ-4FA6].

1 See FHENEZ | A AN HBIIRANFIEE ? —X TH# [How to Manage Single-Use

Plastic Waste? A Comprehensive Overview], CCTV NEWS, (Aug. 20, 2023, 07:15 CST) (China),

http://www.news.cn/politics/2023-08/20/c_1129812251.htm [https://perma.cc/C3PN-F3ML].
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disposal and constitute the largest source of plastic waste, has escalated
sharply in China.?

The rapid expansion of plastic production and consumption in
China has not been accompanied by sufficient enhancements in the
country’s waste management capacity.! Consequently, the country faces
a mounting accumulation of plastic waste from domestic sources and,
previously, from imported waste.?? This growing burden places significant
strain on the country’s waste management systems and increases the risk
of environmental leakage when adequate treatment is not provided.?
Currently, incineration and landfilling remain the predominant methods
for managing plastic waste in China, accounting for approximately 32
percent and 31 percent of plastic disposal, respectively.?* Despite this,
China boasts a recycling infrastructure exceeding the global average, with
over three thousand registered companies specializing in plastic
processing as of 2019.%° The nation has also made notable strides in
innovation related to plastic recycling and circular use, securing a
substantial share of global patents in this domain.?® Nevertheless,
recycling rates remain modest, with only around 27 percent of plastic
waste undergoing recycling or recovery, hindered by the resource-
intensive nature of recycling processes and limited economic incentives.?’

2 Hui Jiang, Dingjiang Chen & Bing Zhu, Systematic Quantification of Consumption and Disposal

of Single-Use Plastic Products in China, 38 RSCH. ENV’T SCI. 386, 38687 (2025).

2l JITKA STRAKOVA, VALERIYA GRECHKO, SARA BROSCHE, THERESE KARLSSON & VITO
BUONSANTE, PLASTIC WASTE MANAGEMENT AND BURDEN IN CHINA 7, 34 (2022).

2 Olivia Lai, What’s Behind China’s Plastic Pollution Crisis?, EARTH.ORG (June 5, 2023),

https://earth.org/china-plastic-pollution/ [https://perma.cc/2N5Y-BYNV].

Wang Chen & Jiang Yifan, Closing China’s Waste Management Loop, DIALOGUE EARTH (Nov.

20, 2020), https://dialogue.earth/en/pollution/closing-chinas-waste-management-loop/

[https://perma.cc/SVVE-L5JU]. For instance, in 2016, China imported around 7.37 million tons of

plastic waste, which accounted for 65% of the global total. See H[EFERLIHEE LM 5387 [The

Shockwave from China’s Import Ban on ‘Foreign Garbage’], 21 FIN. (Jan. 27, 2018, at 07:00

CST) (China),

https://m.21jingji.com/article/20180127/1c96ce48{fe58274475527365670ef53 .html

[https://perma.cc/38FB-PJYJ].

# EFRRHElE - FAFIFAWRLERE 5 2 [Why Is It So Difficult to Recycle Waste Plastics,
and What Are the Main Bottlenecks to Their Reuse?], XINHUA NEWS AGENCY (Apr. 15, 2024, at
15:51 CST) (China), http://www.news.cn/politics/20240415/88d895079a54320ab3c083f1
4cd618d/c.html [https://perma.cc/XW2M-FRGE].

25 See STRAKOVA ET AL., supra note 21, at 15-16.

26 OECD, GLOBAL PLASTICS OUTLOOK: ECONOMIC DRIVERS, ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS AND

PoLicy OPTIONS 102 (OECD Publ’g eds., 2022).

Chaojie Yu, Diyi Jin, Xichao Hu, Wenzhi He & Guangming Li, An Overview of Management

Status and Recycling Strategies for Plastic Packaging Waste in China, 8 RECYCLING 1, 3 (2023).

23

27
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A weak domestic market demand for recycled plastics further challenges
the growth and sustainability of China’s recycling industry.?®

China’s plastic pollution primarily originates from several key
sectors, with packaging and retail at the forefront.?® This is largely driven
by the widespread use of single-use plastics in e-commerce, food delivery,
and retail industries.’® Agricultural activities contribute significantly
through the widespread use of plastic mulch films, greenhouse covers, and
irrigation systems that, when mismanaged, can degrade soil and water
quality.’! Healthcare is another emerging source, particularly due to the
surge in disposable medical plastics during the COVID-19 pandemic.
China’s large-scale marine and fishing activities add to pollution loads
through discarded fishing gear and aquaculture plastics contaminating
coastal zones.?

The impacts of plastic pollution are predominantly environmental
and health-related and are extensively documented.’* Plastics often
contain numerous chemical additives, such as stabilizers and colorants,
that can be persistent, toxic, and resistant to degradation.*®> Plastic
pollution generates adverse effects throughout the entire life cycle—from
raw material extraction and production to use, recycling, reuse, and
disposal.*® When plastics break down into microplastics or nanoplastics,
they can still generate ecotoxicological effects on animals and humans.?’

2 See Yuqi Zhang, Kaizi Chen, Feibai Ding, Ying Zhou, Huijun Wu & Kai Zhou, [ 75 ¥} [E[Ig -

FBAFIFHERLEEE S 2 [Plastic Waste is Hard to Recycle: What are the Obstacles to Plastic

Reuse?], XINHUA NEWS (Apr. 15, 2024, 15:51 CST) (China), http://www.news.cn/politics/

20240415/88df895079a54320ab3c083f14cd6f8d/c.html [https:/perma.cc/4UES-JYUN].

Jiang et al., supra note 20, at 386.

O qd.

31 See Chuan Zhao, Yafei Wang, Zhongmin Lian, Zhengyang Zhang, Shijun Ma & Kazuyo

Matsubae, Agricultural Plastic Pollution in China: Sources, Supply Chain Drivers, and Mitigation

Strategies, 11 SUSTAINABLE HORIZONS 1, 1-2 (2024).

Research found that China’s generation of plastic waste increased by 6-fold during the pandemic.

Walter Leal Filho, Amanda Lange Salvia, Aprajita Minhas, Arminda Pago & Celia Dias-Ferreira,

The COVID-19 Pandemic and Single-Use Plastic Waste in Households: A Preliminary Study, 793

Scr. TOTAL ENV’T 1, 1-2 (2021).

See Larisha Apete, Olwenn V. Martin & Eleni lacovidou, Fishing Plastic Waste: Knowns and

Known Unknowns, 205 MARINE POLLUTION BULL. 1, 1-2 (2024).

3 Richard C. Thompson, Charles J. Moore, Frederick S. vom Saal & Shanna H. Swan, Plastics, the
Environment and Human Health: Current Consensus and Future Trends, 364 PHIL.
TRANSACTIONS ROYAL SOC’Y B 2153 (2009).

¥ Id.

3¢ See Robert W. Adler & Carina E. Wells, Plastics and the Limits of U.S. Environmental Law, 37

HARV. ENV’T L. REV. 1, 8-18 (2023).

See Khaled Ziani, Corina-Bianca Ionita-Mindrican, Magdalena Mititelu, Sorinel Marius Neacsu,

Carolina Negrei, Elena Morosan, Doina Draganescu & Olivia-Teodora Preda, Microplastics: A

29

32

33

37
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The harmful impacts of mismanaged plastic waste, especially in marine
environments, are largely irreversible and contribute to significant
biodiversity loss and ecosystem degradation.*® China’s extensive coastline
and riverine networks face daunting contamination challenges with plastic
debris.* Recent studies reveal alarming concentrations of microplastics in
key Chinese water bodies, with the Pearl River Delta, Yangtze River
Basin, and Bohai Sea among the most severely polluted regions.*’ These
microplastics threaten not only biodiversity but also the safety of seafood
and drinking water sources.*’ Furthermore, the human health and
environmental costs attributed to plastic pollution in China tend to be
indirect, dispersed, and difficult to quantify.*> Vulnerable populations in
China, particularly the poor, marginalized, and rural communities with
limited waste management infrastructure, disproportionately suffer from
the adverse effects of plastic pollution, bearing a heavier burden of
environmental injustice.*

3. ANALYSIS OF CHINA’S LEGAL AND REGULATORY FRAMEWORK
FOR PLASTIC POLLUTION

3.1 LAWS RELATING TO TACKLING PLASTIC POLLUTION

Currently, China does not have a specialized law dedicated solely
to plastic pollution.** Instead, several Chinese laws related to

Real Global Threat for Environment and Food Safety: A State of the Art Review, 15 NUTRIENTS

1, 15 (2023).

See Kara Lavender Law & Richard C. Thompson, Microplastics in the Seas, 345 SCIL.: OCEANS

144, 144-145 (2014).

See Hongzhe Chen, Sumin Wang, Huige Guo, Hui Lin & Yuanbiao Zhang, 4 Nationwide

Assessment of Litter on China’s Beaches Using Citizen Science Data, 258 ENV’T POLLUTION 1,

1-2 (2019).

40" See Wei Xiong, Xi Mei, Bei-bei Mi, Hao Yang, Zong-zhu Han, Yong Zhang & Wen-chao Lii,
Current Status and Cause Analysis of Microplastic Pollution in Sea Areas in China, 5 CHINA
GEOLOGY 160, 160, 164, 165 (2022).

4 Seeid. at 162.

2 PRICARIBRINT A\ (A {2143 B30 [Investigating the Impacts of Microplastics on Human
Health Is Extremely Urgent], XINHUA NEWS (August 28, 2019, at 09:03 CST),
http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2019-08/28/c_1124930234.htm [https://perma.cc/4F58-
FMXX].

4 Rachel Karasik, Nancy E. Lauer, Anne-Elisabeth Baker, Niki E. Lisi, Jason A. Somarelli, William

C. Eward, Kathinka Fiirst & Meagan M. Dunphy-Daly, Inequitable Distribution of Plastic Benefits

and Burdens on Economies and Public Health, 9 FRONTIERS MARINE SCL. 1, 2 (2023).

See generally Liu & Liu, supra note 11, at 17 (showing various different policies governing

plastics).

38
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environmental protection, waste control, and circular economy provide the
legal basis for the responsibilities and actions of various stakeholders
aimed at regulating and reducing plastic pollution at different stages of the
plastic value chain.*

China’s Environmental Protection Law, adopted in 1989 and
revised in 2014, highlights the aims to promote green consumption and
reduce waste.*® Article 49 mandates the proper disposal of agricultural
mulching films to maintain clean production and eliminate the release of
solid waste into farm fields.*’ Article 69, another major amendment based
on Article 338 of China’s Criminal Law, has considerably expanded the
scope of environmental crimes to include dumping, releasing, and disposal
of hazardous waste.*

China’s Solid Waste Pollution Prevention and Control Law,
adopted in 1995 and consistently amended in subsequent years, has
gradually tightened the regulation of plastic waste and placed more
stringent requirements on different stakeholders, particularly large users
of plastics.* The law prohibits and limits the production, sale, and use of
certain single-use and non-degradable plastic products.*® Sectors such as
retailing, e-commerce, and delivery must report the use and recycling of
plastic bags and other single-use plastic products to relevant
departments.’! Commercial entities that fail to ban or limit the use of
certain single-use plastic products or fail to perform the reporting duty
shall be subject to statutory penalties ranging from 10,000 to 100,000
renminbi (RMB).>? The law also establishes the legal basis for banning

45 See discussion infra Section 3.2.

4 IABELRIPYE [China’s Environmental Protection Law] (promulgated by the Standing Comm. Nat’l
People’s Cong., Dec. 26, 1989, effective Dec. 26, 1989) 1986 Standing Comm. Nat’l People’s
Cong. Gaz. 22 (China), https://www.mee.gov.cn/ywgz/fgbz/{1/201404/t20140425 271040.shtml
[https://perma.cc/Y2NN-NBDW].

4 Id. art. 49.

8 See KT HPRMAEET YA H RS LA TRIBAYAFRE [Interpretation of the Supreme
People’s Court and the Supreme People’s Procuratorate on Several Issues Concerning the
Application of Law in the Handling of Criminal Cases of Environmental Pollution], SUPREME
PEOPLE’S PROCURATORATE (Aug. 9, 2023) (China), https://www.spp.gov.cn/xwibh/wsfbt/
202308/t20230809_624288.shtml#1 [https:/perma.cc/MH3F-R8H4].

4 Guti Feiwu Wuran Huanjing Fangzhi Fa ([E#RE55YEERLTR) [Solid Waste Pollution
Prevention and Control Law] (promulgated by the Standing Comm. Nat’l People’s Cong., Oct. 30,
1995, effective Nov. 7, 2016) 1995 STANDING COMM. NAT’L PEOPLE’S CONG. GAZ. 16 (China),
https://www.mee.gov.cn/ywgz/fgbz/1/202004/t20200430 777580.shtml
[https://perma.cc/M3WG-EF2S].

0 Id. art. 69.

SUd.

52 Id. art. 106.
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solid waste imports and developing waste sorting systems in urban and
rural areas.>

The Law on Marine Environmental Protection, adopted in 1982
and revised for the second time in 2023, imposes stricter requirements on
the release of land-based pollutants and waste, including solid waste, into
oceans.** The law has introduced the fundamental principle of “land-sea
coordination and holistic governance,” underscoring regional coordination
essential to controlling and reducing marine pollution.” Notably,
governments at the county level or above in coastal regions are responsible
for controlling, preventing, and cleaning up marine waste in their
respective territories.>® The law has established the marine environmental
protection target accountability system and the evaluation review
system.’” These systems periodically assess the performance of
government officials to enhance implementation across different
administrative levels.>®

The Atmospheric Pollution Prevention and Control Law, adopted
in 1987 and consistently amended and revised in subsequent years, aims
to control and reduce the total emission of pollutants and protect and
improve the atmospheric environment.’®* The law explicitly prohibits
burning plastics (and other materials that emit toxic dust or odorous gas)
in densely populated areas, or areas that require special protection by
law.®® Additionally, the law sets mandatory requirements for industrial
emissions of atmospheric pollutants. These requirements are applicable to
the manufacturing of plastics that emit volatile organic compounds.®!

3 See id. arts. 6, 24.

% Haiyang Huanjing Baohu Fa (i¥¥E{R1#)%) [Marine Environmental Protection Law]

(promulgated by the Standing Comm. Nat’l People’s Cong., Dec. 25, 1999, effective Aug. 23,

1982), 1982  STANDING COMM. NAT’L PEOPLE’S CONG. GAz.5 (China),

https://www.mee.gov.cn/ywgz/fgbz/f1/202310/t20231025_1043942.shtml [https://perma.cc/

W49L-L7HV].

Ruiqiang Liu, Revision of China’s Marine Environmental Protection Law: History, Background,

and Improvement, 11 FRONTIERS MARINE SCI. 1, 1, 7 (2024).

% Id at7,9.

7 Id. at7.

8 See Liu, supra note 55, at 7.

% Daqi Wuran Fangzhifa (K55 %4F5157%) [Atmospheric Pollution Prevention and Control Law]
(promulgated by the Standing Comm. Nat’l People’s Cong., Sept. 5, 1987, effective Sept. 5, 1987)

55

1987 STANDING CoMM. NAT’L PEOPLE’S CONG. GAZ. 6 (China),
https://www.mee.gov.cn/ywgz/fgbz/f1/201811/t20181113_673567.shtml [https://perma.cc/N266-
79B2].

 Id. art. 87.

61 See id. art. 18 (setting the basis for pollutant emission standards on synthetic resin); see Heceng

Shuzhi Gongye Wuranwu Paifang Biaozhun (A ERIAR LMSSYWHE AR#HE) [Emission
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The Circular Economy Promotion Law, adopted in 2008 and
amended in 2018, focuses on the “3R Strategy” (i.e., reduce, reuse,
recycle) and seeks to align environmental conservation and socio-
economic development.®* While the law itself contains few references to
the plastic industry, its emphasis on improving resource efficiency and
reducing long-term waste makes it relevant to plastic governance. For
instance, the law requires the service sector, includingdining,
entertainment industries, and hotels, to use eco-friendly products and
reduce or eliminate the use of resource-wasteful and environmentally
damagingproducts.®> It also encourages and supports agricultural
producers and related companies to collect, recycle, or repurpose used
mulching films.*

The Cleaner Production Promotion Law, adopted in 2002 and
amended in 2012, aims to increase resource utilization efficiency, reduce
and avoid pollutants, protect the environment and human health, and
achieve sustainable development.® Although the law does not specifically
target the plastic industry, it sets mandatory requirements regarding certain
toxic or harmful substances, production processes, and the emission of
pollutants.®® Industries and companies in sectors such as construction,
agriculture, packaging, entertainment, dining, and hotels, which involve
large production or consumption of plastic products, must comply with the
law.57

A review of China’s plastic-related laws indicates an increasing
willingness by Chinese legislators to adopt legal measures addressing
various sources of plastic pollution. Recent revisions and amendments
exemplify this trend through the introduction of new mandatory

Standard of Pollutants for Synthetic Resin Industry] (promulgated by the Ministry of Ecology and
Env’t, July 1, 2025) MINISTRY EcoLoGY & ENV’T (China),
https://english.mee.gov.cn/Resources/standards/AirEnvironment/Emission_standard1/201605/t
20160511 337513.shtml [https://perma.cc/W9G7-MT75].

2 Zhonghua Renmin Gongheguo Xunhuan Jingji Cujin Fa (fEZUFEREE) [The Circular
Economy Promotion Law] (promulgated by the Standing Comm. Nat’l People’s Cong., Aug. 29,
2008, effective Jan. 1, 2009) 1986 STANDING COMM. NAT’L PEOPLE’S CONG. GAZ. 4 (China),

https://www.mee.gov.cn/ywgz/fgbz/f1/201811/t20181114 673624.shtml [https://perma.cc/KK22-
3STK].

8 Id. art. 26.

% Id. art. 34.

% Qingjie Shengchan Cujin Fa (&VEHE“{E€#%) [Cleaner Production Promotion Law]
(promulgated by the Standing Comm. Nat’l People’s Cong., June 29, 2002, effective Jan. 1, 2003)
2002 STANDING CoMM. NAT’L PEOPLE’S CONG. GAZ. (China),
https://www.gov.cn/gongbao/content/2002/content_61640.htm [https://perma.cc/6JW5-9UZM].

6 See id. arts. 18-31.

7 See id.
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requirements or the tightening of existing ones. However, the provisions
concerning the reduction of plastic pollution across these laws remain
narrowly construed, lacking a comprehensive life cycle perspective.®®
They do not examine the entire spectrum of impacts from resource use to
end-of-life, and thus require product design strategies to mitigate adverse
environmental effects. For example, almost no specific provisions address
upstream plastic production aspects such as product design or performance
standards aimed at enhancing plastic circularity or sustainability.® Some
provisions use language that is overly general, abstract, or vague, with
limited substantive content, making the obligations difficult to enforce or,
in some cases, effectively non-existent.”® The priority of existing Chinese
laws remains on addressing plastic pollution symptoms, which are
primarily plastic waste, rather than tackling its root causes.”! Additionally,
the dispersion of plastic waste management and pollution abatement duties
across multiple laws leads to fragmentation, inadequate coordination, and
potential legal conflicts, thereby complicating judicial application.’

While acknowledging that China’s legislative efforts signal a
promising shift from minimal, fragmented plastic pollution regulation
toward a more comprehensive governance framework encompassing
production, consumption, and disposal stages, the overall legal framework
remains compartmentalized and piecemeal. Such a fragmented structure is
unlikely to achieve satisfactory outcomes in effectively reducing plastic
pollution.

8 See Rosalind Malcolm, Life Cycle Thinking as a Legal Tool: A Codex Rerum, 15 L., ENV’T & DEV.
J. 208, 212 (2019).

For instance, the product circularity-related obligations in the Circular Economy Promotion Law
are too general to mandate plastic producers to phase out non-circular plastic products. 20T
[Jihong Li], YL 5Eust ) GRE » [AUEK 2R (i 42 236 # [Plastic Pollution Is Hard to Tackle, and
an Underdeveloped Recycling System Is the Main Bottleneck], TSINGHUA UNIV. NEWS (Mar. 13,
2023, at 07:53 CST) (China), https://www.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1662/101984.htm
[https://perma.cc/ZZ9B-8ESP].

Deng Yixiang, Lei Kun, An Lihui, Liu Ruizhi, Wang Lipeng & Zhang Jiaxu, Countermeasures on
Control of Plastic Litter and Microplastic Pollution, 33 BULL. CHINESE ACAD. SCIS. 1042, 1044
(2018).

Historically, China’s regulatory focus on plastic product design was limited. It was only in recent
years that authorities began to regulate plastic product standards more systematically. See The
Release of 11 National Standards, Including the Plastic Recyclable and Recycled Design
Guidelines to Establish a Plastic Recycling Standard System, CHINA DAILY (Sept. 9, 2025)
[hereinafter Release of 11 National Standards],
https://ex.chinadaily.com.cn/exchange/partners/82/rss/channel/cn/columns/sz8srm/stories/ WS68
b19628a310f07257747644.html [https://perma.cc/7JCB-YYLIJ].

Kai Xu & Guangdong Tian, Codification and Prospects of China’s Codification of Environmental
Law from the Perspective of Global Environmental Governance, 19 INT’L J. ENV’T RSCH. & PUB.
HEALTH 1, 6 (2022).
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3.2 REGULATIONS, RULES, AND POLICIES RELATED TO TACKLING
PLASTIC POLLUTION

A vast body of China’s environmental regulatory toolkit for
managing plastic pollution consists of administrative regulations,
departmental rules, and policies designed and enacted by various
governmental authorities.” The heavy reliance on administrative
guidance and control to address ecological problems has a long-standing
history within China’s environmental regulatory regime.” Compared to
laws promulgated by the Chinese legislature, these governmental rules
tend to be more detailed and frequently updated, offering clearer
incentives and guidance for stakeholders to ensure compliance.”

3.2.1 The Beginning — From the Late 1990s to the Early 2000s

In the late 1990s, China’s State Council approved the Catalogue
of Eliminating Outdated Production Capacities, Processes and Products
(First Batch), which included single-use plastic foam tableware as an
outdated product that should be banned from being produced and used.”
Later, the former State Economic and Trade Commission implemented the
Catalogue by issuing a policy notice prohibiting the production of single-
use plastic foam tableware products.”’ In the following years, several
central ministries issued policies restricting the production and use of

3 For an explanation on Chinese regulations and rules, see Laney Zhang, A Guide to Chinese Legal

Research: Administrative Regulations and Departmental Rules, Libr. Cong.: Blogs (Apr. 8,
2014), https://blogs.loc.gov/law/2014/04/a-guide-to-chinese-legal-research-administrative-
regulations-and-departmental-rules/?loclr=bloglaw [https://perma.cc/9P3G-TTCS].

See Elizabeth Economy, Environmental Governance in China: State Control to Crisis

Management, 143 DAEDALUS, J. AM. ACAD. ARTS & SCI. 184, 185 (2014).

> See {EFEFS MZ [Jialing Tan & Yan Lin], 35T EE R X AT AT M b B K 173458 3 [The
Normative Interpretation and Amendment of the Scope of Departmental Rule Legislator], RENMIN
UNIV. OF CHINA (May 15, 2023), http://www.calaw.cn/article/default.asp?id=15069
[https://perma.cc/X2KA-4BKC].

o EAERENRED, TZHTMMBE R (BE—#t) [The Catalogue of Eliminating Outdated
Production Capacities, Processes, and Products (First Batch)], SUZHOU MUN. PEOPLE’S GOV’T,
https://sthj.In.gov.cn/sthj/zfxxgk/fdzdgknr/czzj/hbzxzjxm/D7A40786 C6CA4EF19E62D524D832
53C6/index.shtml [https://perma.cc/7MTS-PAL6] (last visited Nov. 21, 2025).

O SLEME AR R R E LR 20BN [The Emergent Notice on  Immediate
Elimination of Producing Single-Use Plastic Foam Tableware], PLASTIC FREE CHINA,
http://cnplasticpolicy.com/article/31/179.html [https:/perma.cc/BW6M-H68N] (last visited Nov.
21, 2025).
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ultra-thin plastic bags,’® imposing charges on consumers of plastic bags,”
and listing fiberglass, fiber-reinforced plastics manufacturing, primary
plastics, and synthetic resin manufacturing as priority industries for
cleaner production requirements.®® Regulating the disposal and treatment
of plastic waste at the end stage of the plastic life cycle received less policy
attention.®!

China’s early-stage government measures to regulate and reduce
plastic pollution were minimally effective for three primary reasons.®?
First, the scope of the prohibitive and restrictive plastic policies in China
was too narrow to curb the rapidly rising plastic demand, particularly from
emerging sectors such as e-commerce and online delivery industries.* For
instance, China’s three major delivery platforms (Eleme, Meituan, and
Baidu) are estimated to consume around twenty million plastic bags and
sixty million plastic food containers daily, which have barely been
restricted.® Second, the enforcement of plastic prohibition and restriction
regulations was largely lax in China. Despite the ban on producing single-
use plastic foam tableware, more than one-hundred companies, mostly

8 PRI S R B AL A@E AN [The Notice on Restricting the Production, Sale, and Use

of Plastic Bags], STATE COUNCIL, https://www.gov.cn/zwgk/2008-01/08/content 852879.htm

[https://perma.cc/N9QT-3AT6] (last visited Nov. 21, 2025); Guanyu Shenhua Xianzhi Shengchan

Xiaoshou Shiyong Suliao Gouwudai Shishi Gongzuo de Tongzhi (70 B fill A= 7= 48 5 F 2 k)

PSSR TAE 3@ %0) [The Notice on Deepening the Implementation of Restricting the

Production, Sale, and Use of Plastic Bags] (promulgated by Nat’l Dev. & Reform Comm’n, Apr.

17, 2013), https://www.ndrc.gov.cn/fggz/hjyzy/stwmjs/201304/t20130422 _1161118.html

[https://perma.cc/SUBW-LX65].

Shangpin Lingshou Changsuo Suliao Gouwudai Youchang Shiyong Guanli Banfa (7 & &= #3%

BT BRI 42 FH 4 B2 779%) [The Administrative Measures for the Paid Use of Plastic Bags at

Commodity Retail Places] (promulgated by Ministry of Com. et al., May 15, 2008, effective June

1,2008), https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2021-06/28/content_5723609.htm [https://perma.cc/GS9F-

QKVUI.

8 Guanyu Shenru Tuijin Zhongdian Qiye Qingjie Shengchan de Tongzhi GRAHEH & MW EE
HF#@%N) [The Notice on Further Advancing the Cleaner Production of Priority Companies]
(promulgated by Ministry of Env’t Prot, Apr. 22, 2010), https://www.mee.gov.cn/
xxgk2018/xxgk/xzgfxwj/202301/420230113_1012863.html [https://perma.cc/PSUY-ERSU].

81 AR e T B AR NS 22174 [Li Huan, Zhu Long, Shen Qian, He Ya-Nan, Deng Yi-
Xiang & An Li-Hui], FeEEESZEHAER M5 [Policy Analysis in Plastic Pollution
Governance and Recommendations in China], 43 ENV’T SCI. 5326, 5329 (2022).

82 CIRYASIEN © S RIMNEEEGINFETI LN ERuSE [The Awkward Plastic Reduction
Policy: The Three Major Delivery Platforms Consumed 7.3 Billion Plastic Bags Annually],
XINHUANET. (June 7, 2018) (China), http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2018-
06/07/c_1122948490.htm [https://perma.cc/MJ33-AREC].

8 1d

8 RIHFE6000 5 MR & SMSEHIRFFRIIGSZ4%E [Daily Consumption of 60 Million
Plastic Food Containers, the Environmental Problem of Delivery Waste Receive Attention],
XINHUANET (Nov. 25, 2017, at 06:41 CST) (China), http://www.xinhuanet.com//politics/2017-
11/25/c_1122008240.htm [https://perma.cc/KX3Z-XU7X].
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small-scale family-run workshops, illegally produced such products and
sold around fifteen billion products annually.® It was not uncommon for
small plastic-producing companies to evade business registrations and
enforcement teams.*® Additionally, due to ineffective enforcement in some
regions of China, ultra-thin plastic bags remained rampantly distributed
and used, particularly by farmers’ markets and sole proprietors.®” Third,
the charges for using disposable plastic bags were too low to nudge
consumers to change their behavior. The price for plastic bags ranged from
0.2 RMB to 1 RMB per bag, which remained largely unchanged for more
than a decade after the policy’s implementation.®® In comparison,
biodegradable plastic bags cost at least two to three times more than
disposable plastic bags, while non-plastic alternatives can be even
higher.® Consequently, the nudging effect of plastic bag charges has
gradually diminished to an almost negligible level.”®

3.2.2 Rapid Development — Since the Late 2010s

The Chinese government’s efforts to address environmental
pollution caused by plastics rapidly intensified in 2018, driven by growing

8 JEEES [Ailing Liaol, 9FFfRLHLATFERAIEU L HEE [Nine Environmental Organizations
Advocate for Mandatory Recycling of Plastic Foam Tableware], PEOPLE’S DAILY (May 3, 2015,
at 06:04 CST) (China), http:/finance.people.com.cn/n/2013/0503/c1004-21348807.html
[https://perma.cc/XA6Q-Z37N]. It is worth noting that the ban on plastic foam tableware products
was lifted after being in place for 14 years when the NDRC removed plastic foam tableware from
the ‘Outdated Products’ category in 2013. See & UZffEE— M & ¥R E [The NRDC
Lifts the Ban on Disposable Foamed Plastic Tableware], XINHUA NEWS AGENCY (Mar. 28, 2013,
at 23:59 CST), http://politics.people.com.cn/n/2013/0329/c70731-20956008.html
[https://perma.cc/UH58-PZJY].

8 #xf#r [Heng Zhao], Wil 35 7% 52 [RY¥A 4" [How to Effectively Implement “Plastic Restriction
Order™], SUPREME  PEOPLE’S ~ PROCURATORATE  (Oct. 14,  2017)  (China),
https://www.spp.gov.c/llyj/201710/t20171014_202467.shtml [https://perma.cc/3TE2-6EHR].

8 IRYA-HAEEE S 2 AR HAF R BRI = A2 15 25 IR a7 [The Ten Years of Plastic Restriction with
a Mixed Record, the Limitations and Ensuing Gray Areas], XINHUANET (Dec. 4,2017, 06:37 CST)
(China), http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2017-12/04/c_1122051106.htm
[https://perma.cc/7TBS-XKKM].

8 ¥ [Jing Wen], FRYESVIEITIRTS BRWITFEACE NI [Four Years on, the Plastic
Restriction Order Shows Weakened Enforcement and Declining Effectiveness of Restriction
Measures], XINHUA NET (June 1, 2012, at 16:29 CST),
https://www.cs.com.cn/xwzx/msx{/201206/t20120601_3355324.html  [https://perma.cc/Y7QE-
VEJX].

¥ ShSRAGER RN “BRESTHAE RS (F/VINEHILS 2 [The Large Increase in Fresh Food
Delivery Usage — Can the Upgraded ‘Plastic Restriction Order’ Control the Small Plastic Bags?],

CHINA ECoON. NET (Sept. 8, 2020, at 08:06 CST),
http://www.ce.cn/cysc//stwm/gd/202009/08/t20200908_35695554.shtml [https://perma.cc/SD64-
UQsP].
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environmental and public health concerns as well as the country’s broader
goals of improving ecological civilization.’! Against this background, the
National Sword policy came into effect, banning the import of twenty-four
varieties of solid waste, including plastic waste.”> The import ban is
estimated to deter 111 million tons of plastic waste from entering China
by 2030.” Around the same time, pursuant to the State Council’s work
plan on developing zero-waste pilot cities, the Ministry of Ecology and
Environment (MEE) selected sixteen zero-waste pilot cities in 2019 and
planned to expand the scope to more than one-hundred cities during the
fourteenth Five-Year Plan (FYP) period (2021-2025), in which reducing
and managing plastic waste forms a key task.”

More specific regulatory and policy measures to tackle plastic
pollution were issued in the period.”® The National Development and
Reform Commission (NDRC) and the MEE jointly released the Opinion
on Further Strengthening the Treatment of Plastic Pollution at the
beginning of 2020, marking the rising importance of addressing plastic
pollution among Chinese policymakers and regulators at the central

! President Xi Jinping has elevated ‘ecological civilization’ to a core national strategy, embedding

it in the Chinese Constitution in 2018. See Amendment to the P.R.C Constitution, CHINA L.
TRANSLATE (Mar. 12, 2018), https://www.chinalawtranslate.com/en/Amendment-to-the-P.R.C.-
Constitution-(2018)/#gsc.tab=0 [https://perma.cc/JUX5-MYY7].

% Jinzhi Yanglaji Rujing Tuijin Guti Feiwu Jinkou Guanli Zhidu Gaige Shishi Fangan (£ Ik {373k

SR (] 4 B adt 1 B A1 B TS S 75 %) [The Implementation Plan for Prohibiting the

Entry of Foreign Garbage and Advancing the Reform of the Solid Waste Import Administration

System] (promulgated by State Council, July 18, 2017) (China); J8/% 4= S EE 713H $&TH4255 &

JE[Fi & [Lighten the Ecological Burden, Enhance the Quality of Economic Development], CHINA

DALY (May 5, 2018, at 07:24  CST), https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2018-

05/05/content_5288201.htm [https://perma.cc/SUZ4-UP2V].

Amy L. Brooks, Shunli Wang & Jenna R. Jambeck, The Chinese Import Ban and Its Impact on

Global Plastic Waste Trade, 4 SCI. ADVANCES: ENV’T STUD. 1, 2-3 (2018).

% «“Wufei Chengshi” Jianshe Shidian Gongzuo Fangan (Fl1&JoEE I i B 4 A T0F 7 ZZHY 8
#1) [The Notice on Issuing the Work Plan for Developing Zero-Waste City Pilots] (promulgated
by Gen. Off. of the State Council, Dec. 29, 2018, effective Jan. 21, 2019) (China),
https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2019-01/21/content_5359620.htm  [https://perma.cc/R7JH-
9YB2].

95 «“Wufei Chengshi” Jianshe Zhibiao Tixi (Shixing) (“JCEFIRAT " HEIEIRIAR GRIT) ) [The
Indicator System for Developing Zero-Waste City Pilots] (promulgated by Gen. Off. Eco. & Env’t,
May 8, 2019) (China), https://www.mee.gov.cn/xxgk2018/xxgk/xxgk06/201905/t20190513
_702598.html [https://perma.cc/7QYS-WRGE].

% See Jiakuai “Yi Zhu Dai Su” Fazhan Sannian Xingdong Jihua (F1%& (A RE AR =4
1Tt HYEI(CZ IR BF) [Three-Year Action Plan for Accelerating ‘Replacing Plastic with
Bamboo’ Development] (promulgated by Nat’l Dev. & Reform Comm’n, Oct. 12, 2023),
https://www.ndrc.gov.cn/xxgk/zcfb/tz/202311/t20231102_1361715.html
[https://perma.cc/4V9Q-HHSG].
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level.”” One of the opinion’s primary policy targets was to facilitate the
prohibition and restriction of the production, sale, and use of certain plastic
products in applicable areas and regions.”® By the end of 2022, the
government planned to considerably reduce consumption of single-use
plastic and strongly promote alternatives to plastic products.”” NDRC, the
Ministry of Commerce, and other central ministries later designed and
enacted various policy measures to support the targets set in the opinion. %
The NDRC formulated a new catalogue of plastic products to be prohibited
or restricted for production, sale, and use.!®! The Ministry of Commerce
designed and enacted rules addressing plastic pollution in commercial
areas, including stricter requirements for recycling single-use plastic
products.'® The Federation of Supply and Marketing Cooperatives
tightened the enforcement of the ban on two forms of ultra-thin plastic
products to eliminate their distribution and use.!”®> The China National

7 Jin Yibu Jiagiang Suliao Wuran Zhili de Yijian (#f—25 115255 44 A3EAYE ML) [The Opinion
on Further Strengthening the Treatment of Plastic Pollution] (promulgated by Dev. & Reform of
Env’t Cap., Jan. 16, 2020), ENV’T CAP. DEP’T, 2020 (China), https://www.ndrc.gov.cn/xxgk/
zcfb/tz/202001/t20200119 1219275.html [https://perma.cc/E9BU-SEET].
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Nine central ministries jointly released the notice on further reinforcing the treatment of plastic
pollution. Guanyu Qieshi Tuijin Suliao Wuran Kongzhi Gongzuo de Tongzhi (& FFL3HE ¥
BG5BT /ERY#E%T) [Notice on Solidly Advancing the Work of Plastic Pollution Control]
(promulgated by the Nat’l Dev. & Reform Comm’n, effective July 10, 2020) (China),
https://www.mee.gov.cn/xxgk2018/xxgk/xxgk10/202007/t20200717_789638.html
[https://perma.cc/DR2H-WYB6].

Jinzhi, Xianzhi Shengchan, Xiaoshou he Shiyong de Suliao Zhipin Mulu (Zhengqiu Yijian Gao) (
Ak, BREIAER - Y EREE IR EERE S H 5 (AERE LFE)) [Announcement on Soliciting
Public Comments on the “Catalogue of Plastic Products Prohibited, Restricted from Production,
Sale and Use (Draft for Public Comment)”] (promulgated by the Nat’l Dev. and Reform Comm’n,
effective  Apr. 10, 2020) (China),  https://hd.ndrc.gov.cn/yjzx/yjzx_add_wap.jsp?
Siteld=332&from=singlemessage&isappinstalled=010 [https://perma.cc/TZ5E-WNVN].
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[Notice from the General Office of the Ministry of Commerce on Further Strengthening the
Governance of Plastic Pollution in the Commercial Sector] (promulgated by Gen. Off. of the
Ministry of Com., Aug. 28, 2020) (China), https://www.gov. cn/zhengce/zhengceku/2020-
09/01/content_5538952.htm [https://perma.cc/YSAB-QQ65]; i 554t — ML ¥R kL i A FH
Bl 2 i GRAT)  [The Measure on Reporting the Use and Recycling of Single-Use Plastic
Products in the Commerce Area (Trail Implementation)] (promulgated by Ministry of Com., Nov.
27, 2020).
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Light Industry Council, under the direction of the National Market
Supervision and Administration, published Guidelines for Classification
and Labelling of Biodegradable Plastic Products to clarify the concept and
scope of biodegradable plastics.!® The China Material Recycling
Association also promulgated product standards for easy-to-recover and
easy-to-recycle plastics, facilitating the collection and recycling of plastic
products.'%

3.2.3 The Emergence and Development of the Entire Chain Governance
Approach — Since 2021

The momentum in regulating and reducing plastic pollution
continued in 2021, which was the first year of China’s fourteenth FYP
period (2021-2025).!% In the fourteenth Five-Year Action Plan on
Addressing Plastic Pollution released by the NDRC and MEE, the Entire
Chain Governance approach was conceptualized for the first time.!?’
Reflected in the major objectives and tasks, Entire Chain Governance
comprises three interrelated key components targeting different stages

https://www.sm.gov.cn/zw/ztzl/gxhz/zcwj/202010/t20201026_1582366.htm
[https://perma.cc/BZ69-ZSYU].
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HSEFER9) [Guidelines for Classification and Labeling Rule of Biodegradable Plastic Products]

(promulgated by China Nat’l Light Indus. Council, Sept. 13, 2020, effective Sept. 13, 2020) 284

BIODEGRADABLE  PLASTICS COMM. (China), http://law.foodmate.net/show-206004.html

[https://perma.cc/T3EV-7ZDS].

SR &b S 1 S B AE 1R @0 [The General Rules on Easy to Recover and Easy to

Recycle Design Evaluation for Plastic Products], CHINA PLASTIC RECYCLING ASS’N (Jan. 28,

2021) (China), http://www.replastics.org/news_detail.php?rid=44&id=673

[https://perma.cc/S75X-CSIL].

Under a planned economy, the Chinese central government has published the Five-Year Plans

since 1953, providing administrative development guidelines and economic initiatives. See U.N.

Development Programme, China’s 14th Five-Year Plan Spotlighting Climate and Environment

(July 23, 2021), https://files.acquia.undp.org/public/migration/cn/UNDP-CN-v2Issue-brief-

10.pdf [https://perma.cc/93ZD-WQYE].

197 Yinfa Shisiwu Suliao Wuran Zhili Hang Dong Fang’an de Tongzhi (F & * V4. ¥} 55
JEHRTTEN H ZERYiB ) [Notice from the National Development and Reform Commission and the
Ministry of Ecology and Environment on Issuing the Action Plan for Plastic Pollution Control
during the 14th Five-Year Plan Period] (promulgated by Nat’l Dev. & Reform Comm’n & Ministry
of Ecology & Env’t, Sept. 8, 2021, effective Sept. 16, 2021) (China),
https://www.mee.gov.cn/xxgk2018/xxgk/xxgk10/202109/t20210916_945621.html
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(upstream, midstream, and downstream) across the entire life cycle of
plastics.!%8
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The upstream segment of the Entire Chain Governance approach
focuses on the origins of plastic waste, which are namely the production
and consumption of plastics, with the goal of reducing both.'*” To achieve
this, the action plan prescribes three steps: promoting the green and eco-
friendly design of plastic products, ensuring the reduction of single-use
plastic products, and promoting the use of alternative materials to
plastics.''” The ban on the production of three categories of plastic
products is of particular significance: ultra-thin plastic shopping bags with
a thickness of less than 0.025 mm, polyethylene agricultural mulching
films with a thickness of less than 0.01 mm, and single-use foam
clamshells and plastic cotton swabs.!!! Sectors such as retail, e-commerce,
delivery and hotels, with a substantial demand for single-use plastic
products, are required to considerably curtail their plastic consumption.'?

The midstream segment of the Entire Chain Governance approach
focuses on improving the recycling, reuse, and disposal systems for plastic
waste to prevent it from leaking into the environment. The requirements
are fourfold: the first is to develop proper plastic waste sorting and
transport systems, particularly in large residential communities, office
buildings, shopping malls, and hospitals.'’* The second is to build

108 Id.
109 Id.
110 Id.
111 Id.
112 Id.
113 Id.
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facilities for collecting, transporting, and disposing of plastic waste in rural
areas, especially agricultural mulching films, fishing gear, and irrigation
equipment that are at high risk of leaking into the environment.!''"* The
third is to scale up the recycling and reuse of plastic waste by incentivizing
business projects, cataloging qualified enterprises, and developing
industrial bases.!'> The fourth is to enhance the harmless treatment
capacity of plastic waste by accelerating the development of waste
incarceration facilities and reducing reliance on landfills.!'®

The downstream segment of the Entire Chain Governance
approach focuses on cleaning up plastic waste that has leaked into the
environment, particularly in areas such as aquatic ecosystems (including
lakes, rivers, reservoirs, and seas), tourist destinations, and rural
regions.!'” River and lake chiefs have been assigned as primary facilitators
to collect and remove plastic waste discarded in their respective waters. '
This represents a tightened political accountability system. Cities and
counties in coastal regions are also required to establish long-term
mechanisms for marine plastic waste removal.''” Meanwhile, the action
plan mandates close monitoring of marine plastic waste and microplastics
to facilitate cleanup activities. '

According to the action plan, the Entire Chain Governance
approach is expected to more effectively control plastic pollution by
regulating the production, distribution, consumption, recycling, reuse, and

114 Id
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18 The creation of the river and lake chief systems represents institutional innovation. Both systems
operate across the four administrative levels — province, prefecture-level city, county, and
township. Officials from the party committee or the government assume chief positions. The
central government introduced the river chief system in 2016 and the lake chief system in 2018.
See Guanyu Quanmian Tuixing Hezhangzhi de Yijian (32 F2BE#ETAKHIARIE ) [Opinions
on Comprehensively Implementing the River Chief System] (promulgated by Gen. Off. of the
Chinese Communist Party Cent. Comm. & Gen. Off. of the State Council, Dec. 11, 2016) XINHUA
NEWS AGENCY (China), https://www.gov.cn/gongbao/content/2017/content 515673 1.htm
[https://perma.cc/FW9U-K5UY]; Guanyu Zai Hubo Shishi Hu Zhang Zhi de Zhidao Yijian (XF
TE# A HIAIES A D) [Guiding Opinions on Implementing the Lake Chief System in
Lake] (promulgated by Gen. Off. of the Chinese Communist Party Cent. Comm. & Gen. Off. of
the State Council, Jan. 4, 2018) XINHUA ~ NEWS  AGENCY (China),
https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2018-01/04/content 5253253 .htm [https://perma.cc/MOWD-KSJ7].

W ISR T PE RIS BT 5 52 [Action Plan for Marine Litter Cleanup in Coastal Cities]
(promulgated by Ministry of Ecology & Env’t, Nat’l Dev. & Reform Comm’n & Ministry of Hous.
& Urb.—Rural Dev. & Ministry of Agric.) (China).
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disposal of plastics.!?! Quantifiable targets include using more than ten
million recyclable delivery packages, recycling more than 85 percent of
agricultural mulching films, and achieving a daily waste incarceration
capacity exceeding eighty tons by 2025, the final year of the fourteenth
FYP.'2 Other hard-to-quantify targets include generally eliminating
secondary packaging in e-commerce parcels, significantly improving the
collection and transport efficiency of plastic waste in cities at and above
the prefecture level, and effectively preventing plastic waste from leaking
into the environment by 2025123

The emerging prioritization of the Entire Chain Governance
approach within China’s plastic regulatory framework has fostered a new
wave of policymaking to intervene throughout the entire plastic value
chain to reduce plastic waste and pollution. An increasing number of
central government agencies have entered the regulatory landscape with
new or strengthened roles, targeting different stages of the plastic life
cycle.'?* In particular, the traditionally overlooked upstream segment in
relation to product design and performance has received increasing
traction.'? For instance, the State Administration for Market Regulation
and the Standardization Administration of China released the national
standards on biodegradability in 2022, guiding industry stakeholders who
wish to invest in and develop biodegradable plastic products.'® Enhancing
the circular design of plastics is another increasingly important policy
objective. The central government has instructed industry associations to
formulate new product standards to extend the lifespan of plastic products
and increase their durability, recyclability, and safety.'?’ In addition, the
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123 1d.

124 See Notice from the National Development and Reform Commission and the Ministry of Ecology

and Environment on Issuing the Action Plan for Plastic Pollution Control During the 14th Five-

Year Plan Period, supra note 107.

See “Shengwu Xiang Jie Suliao Yu Zhipin Jiangjie Xingneng Ji Biaozhi Yaoqiu” Guojia Biaozhun

Jiedu ( (CEWFEARYERL G- SR AR RE R ARIRER) E K ARAEAE L) [Interpretation of the

National Standard “Degradation Performance and Labelling Requirements for Biodegradable

Plastics and Products”] (promulgated by Lingbi Cnty. Mkt. Supervision Admin., Jan. 27, 2022,

effective Jan. 27, 2022) LINGBI CNTY. MKT. SUPERVISION ADMIN. (China),

https://www.lingbi.gov.cn/public/6627011/15612663 1 .html [https://perma.cc/YJ27-WHT3].
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127 See Suliao Zhipin Yi Huishou Yi Zaisheng Sheji Pingjia Tongze (MEHH 5 5 B 5 F A 1% 1T
PFA 38 ) [General Principles for the Evaluation of Recyclable and Regenerable Design of Plastic
Products] (promulgated by China Nat’l Light Indus. Council, effective Aug. 23, 2024)
STANDARDIZED  ADMIN. OF  CHINA (China), https://std.samr.gov.cn/gb/search/
gbDetailed?id=0AAS5816C3734AFF3E06397BEO0A0A1784 [https://perma.cc/GKUS8-2Q8U].
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State Administration for Market Regulation issued new restrictions on
excessive product packaging in the food and cosmetic sectors, which is
expected to reduce plastic demand.'?® Targeting the midstream of the
plastic life cycle, the MEE revised the Technical Specification for
Pollution Control of Plastic Waste for the first time since its release in
2007, classifying certain plastic waste as “hazardous waste” and
underscoring the importance of recycling plastic waste.!? The State
Council has also been actively coordinating multi-agency efforts to
develop an advanced society-wide circularity system to recycle,
repurpose, and reuse discarded products and waste.!*® Targeting the
downstream of the plastic life cycle, the NDRC, MEE, and the Ministry of
Water Resources organized a one-year clean-up action on plastic waste
leaked into rivers, lakes, and seas, starting in 2022.'3! Another round of
marine plastic waste clean-up activities started in 2024 and will continue
over the next three years, with sixty-five bays in China designated as key
policy implementation areas.'*?

128 «“Xianzhi Shangpin Guodu Baozhuang Yaoqiu Shipin He Huazhuangpin” (GB 23350—2021)
Guojia Biaozhun Ji Di 1 Hao Xiugai Dan Wenda ( (PRl psi i il B AL 25 R A fhFnfbtl &)
(GB 23350—2021) EFEIFAERFHSESERNE) [“Q&A on the National Standard for
Restricting Excessive Packaging of Commodities (Food and Cosmetics)” (GB 23350—2021) and
its First Amendment] (promulgated by State Admin. for Mkt. Regul., Sept. 2, 2023) (China),
https://www.gov.cn/zhengee/202309/content_6901647.htm [https://perma.cc/7TUEY-5YQP].

Fei Suliao Wuran Kongzhi Jishu Guifan (& 285 225555 RHSE) [Technical Specification for

Pollution Control of Plastic] (promulgated by Ministry of Ecology & Env’t, May 31, 2022)

(China), https://www.mee.gov.cn/ywgz/fgbz/bz/bzwb/gthw/qtxgbz/202206/t20220607

984652 .shtml [https://perma.cc/BGT9-ZOW?2].

Guowuyuan Bangong Ting Guanyu Jiakuai Goujian Feiqi Wu Xunhuan Liyong Tixi De Yijian (

55 B A T R F IR MR R 34063 F B 44 & 117 L) [Opinions of the General Office of

the State Council on Accelerating the Construction of a Waste Recycling System] (promulgated

by Gen. Off. of  the State Council, Feb. 9, 2024) (China),
https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/202402/content_6931079.htm [https://perma.cc/8UM2-
8QZA].

Guanyu Jianghe Hu Hai Qing Piao Zhuanxiang Xingdong Fang’an De Tongzhi (3% FiLl#iE%&

ET TIN5 ERIEH) [The Notice on the Action Plan of Cleaning Up Floating Waste in

Rivers, Lakes and Seas] (promulgated by Nat’l Dev. & Reform Comm’n, May 18, 2022) (China),

https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/202402/content_6931079.htm [https://perma.cc/NSR7-

MSEK].

132 The Action Plan sets two time-bound targets for 2025 and 2027, respectively. The first (2025
target) is to promptly remove waste in the inner beaches of the sixty-five bays and noticeably
reduce the intensity of floating waste in the seas. The second (2027 target) is to considerably reduce
the intensity of marine waste in the sixty-five bays and achieve a clean state on a regular basis. See
Woguo Jiang Kaizhan Weiqi San Nian De La Wang Shi Haiyang Lese Qingli Hang Dong (Fk[E
RN = 0 H RGP S BRATE)) My Country Will Launch a Three-Year
Comprehensive Cleanup Campaign to Remove Marine Debris], XINHUA NEWS AGENCY (June 8§,
2024), https://www.gov.cn/lianbo/bumen/202406/content_6956342.htm [https://perma.cc/KBUS-
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Although initially neglected, addressing microplastics has begun
to gain traction among policymakers in China due to their potential to
harm organisms and ecosystems.'** Recently classified as a type of new
pollutant, microplastics were included in the State Council’s 2022 Action
Plan Tackling New Pollutants.'** The central government has selected
pilot projects for new pollutant treatment in enterprises and industrial
parks in the Yangtze River Basin, Yellow River Basin, key drinking water
sources, and key estuaries and bays.!'** The MEE released the Standard
System for Monitoring New Pollutants in the Ecological Environment in
2024 to provide technical instructions and benchmarks for regulating new
pollutants.’*® In addition, the 2024 Guiding Catalogue for Industrial
Restructuring defined commodities containing plastic microbeads as
“outdated products” that shall be phased out.'*’

Meanwhile, the nexus between plastic pollution and other major
environmental challenges, particularly climate change and biodiversity
loss, has attracted growing policy attention and coordination in China.'?®
For example, the State Council now includes plastic pollution governance
as a core element of the country’s 2030 carbon peaking strategy.'* The
MEE has likewise recognized regulating and reducing plastic pollution as
a priority for enhancing environmental quality and safeguarding
biodiversity in China.'*® In the coming years, China is likely to further

133 See Gyanu Lamichhane et al., Microplastics in Environment: Global Concern, Challenges, and
Controlling Measures, 20 INT’L J. ENV’T SCI. & TECH. 4673, 4687-88 (2023).

13 Xin Wu Ran Wu Zhi Li Xing Dong Fang An (EI$5Be AT o THIL BsRyiasiirah 2
fJ382H1) [Action Plan for the Control of New Pollutants] (promulgated by State Council, May 4,
2022) (China), https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2022-05/24/content_5692059.htm
[https://perma.cc/GEV3-RFT2].

135 Id

136 Xin Wuran Wu Shengtai Huanjing Jiance Biaozhun Tixi Biao (775 4¥A: PR35 W AR vE 18
##) [The System Table for Standards Used to Monitor New Pollutants in the Ecological
Environment (2024 Version)] (promulgated by Ministry of Env’t and Ecology, Sep. 3, 2024)
(China), https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengceku/202409/content 6972735 . htm [https://
perma.cc/K25J-CYSR].

137 Chanye Jiegou Tiaozheng Zhidao Mulu (2024 Nian Ben) (P Mk &5#) %8 S H % (202444
) ) [The 2024 Guiding Catalogue for Industrial Restructuring] (promulgated by Nat’l Dev. &
Reform Comm’n., Dec. 27, 2023) (China), https://www.ndrc.gov.cn/xxgk/zctb/fzggwl/
202312/t20231229 1362999.html [https://perma.cc/QMP3-KWR8].

138 2030 Nian Qian Tan Da Feng Xingdong Fang’an (20304 R iiA & AT 2l /5 %) [The Action Plan
on Carbon Peaking before 2030] (promulgated by State Council Legis. Off., Oct. 24, 2021)
(China), https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2021-10/26/content 5644984 .htm [https://
perma.cc/UY59-EGIA].
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strengthen the integration of plastic pollution controls with broader efforts
to address ecological risks.

3.3 PLASTIC POLLUTION COURT CASES

Alongside the expanding body of plastic policies and regulations,
plastic pollution cases have begun to enter courthouses in China, raising
complex questions regarding the responsibilities of regulatory bodies and
other actors in tackling plastic waste. While this section does not aim to
provide an exhaustive discussion of civil and criminal cases concerning
plastics, it selects three representative cases to illustrate the evolving role
of Chinese courts in addressing the complex legal questions posed by the
plastic pollution crisis.

In 2017, the Green Volunteer League of Chongqing, an
environmental non-governmental organization, filed a public interest
lawsuit against China’s three largest online takeaway platforms (Ele.me,
Meituan, and Baidu) for their services, which led to the explosive use of
plastic packaging and cutlery, thereby wasting resources and damaging the
environment.'*! In particular, the plaintiff highlighted the problems
associated with the three companies’ business operations—specifically the
automatic dispatch of single-use cutlery to all customers who placed
delivery orders on the platforms.'#* In other words, consumers who did not
need or prefer to receive those cutleries were left with no option but to
receive them.'®® After reviewing the plaintiff’s submissions, Beijing’s
Number Two Intermediate Court recognized the admissibility of this high-
profile public interest litigation case.!* While the case is still pending with
no specific date set for a hearing, the court’s decision to admit it will likely
encourage a more active use of public interest litigation as a tool for
addressing plastic pollution. Meanwhile, following the filing and wide
media coverage of the lawsuit, the three platforms have made changes to
their packaging practices by allowing customers to opt out of receiving

MEE (Jan. 18, 2024), https://www.mee.gov.cn/xxgk/hjyw/202401/t20240118 1064111.shtml
[https://perma.cc/A9K7-QGSV].

141 Jia Liu & Pinjie Lian, The Lawsuit Against the Online Delivery Companies is an Environmental
Law-related ~ Education, PEOPLE.CN  (Sep. 8, 2017), http://env.people.com.cn/nl/
2017/0908/c1010-29522578.html [https://perma.cc/JP4X-ZRLC].
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disposable cutlery and other items. 4> The platforms have also incentivized
customers to forego single-use items or choose more eco-friendly
packaging.'¢ In an administrative public interest lawsuit brought against
the government of Chaoyang Village in Jilin Province in 2017, the
Procuratorate of Dehui City claimed that the defendant violated the law by
failing to take action against the accumulation of waste, including plastic
and food waste, near the Songhua River, thereby damaging the local
ecological system.'¥” According to the procuratorate, the Chaoyang local
government did not fulfill its regulatory duty to preserve environmental
integrity and therefore breached the law.'*® Moreover, the procuratorate
claimed that the Chaoyang local government must manage and process the
existing waste dump and restore the ecosystem.'® Although the
procuratorate’s claims were not upheld by judges in the first and second
instances of trials for various reasons, the case was appealed to the high
court of Jilin Province, which led to the first-instance court retrying the
case.!™® The final ruling supported the procuratorate and determined that
the Chaoyang government violated the law by failing to manage the waste
dump in a timely manner and thus failing to protect the local
environment. 3! During the appeal period, the Chaoyang government had
cleaned up the waste dump area.!'>?

In 2020, four individuals from Zhengding County, Hebei
Province, were caught illegally dumping hazardous waste from a plastic
pellet processing factory into a sinkhole in Jingxing Village in the same

145 Gabriel Corsetti & Yantong Li, Three Food Delivery Companies Make Changes after Being Sued
for Polluting Practices, CHINA DEv. BRIEF (Sep. 25, 2017),
https://chinadevelopmentbrief.org/reports/three-food-delivery-companies-make-changes-after-
being-sued-for-pollution/ [https://perma.cc/SQR9-F26B].

146 Xin Wuran Wu Shengtai Huanjing Jiance Biaozhun Tixi Biao (775 YAz AP35 I A v ¢k
%) [The System Table for Standards Used to Monitor New Pollutants in the Ecological
Environment (2024 Version)], The State Council (Sep. 3, 2024),
https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengceku/202409/content 6972735.htm  [https://perma.cc/9LNK-
5GFV] (promulgated by Ministry of Env’t and Ecology).

47 The Procuratorial Public Interest Litigation regarding the Fulfilment of Environmental Protection
Regulatory Responsibility, Sup. PEOPLE’S PrOC. (Sep. 19, 2022),
https://www.spp.gov.cn/spp/jczdal/202209/t20220926_579088.shtml  [https://perma.cc/6ABT-
DCIJ2].
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province.'>* The total weight of hazardous waste that the four individuals
dumped and planned to dump was 3.99 tons.'>* The Jingxing County court,
in the exercise of restorative justice, held that the offenders had committed
environmental crimes.'>® Given that the weight of dumped waste was
below three tons and the four individuals took active action to control and
prevent the pollution and paid the compensation for the loss, the sentence
was eight to ten months in prison with fines.!*® This case has sent a clear
signal to the general public that plastic waste and other solid waste require
proper treatment at the end of their life cycle to avoid environmental
pollution.'”” Otherwise, releasing waste into the environment without
treatment would constitute a criminal offense.

The selected three court cases illustrate the growing role of
Chinese courts in holding private polluters accountable and mandating
regulatory bodies to adopt or implement measures to address plastic
pollution. Courts will likely face more cases with varied claims and
defendants, given that China’s legislative and regulatory responses to
plastic pollution have become more comprehensive. As key environmental
governance institutions, domestic courts should assume an important role
in exercising judicial scrutiny and strengthening the potential of litigation
as a strategy against plastic pollution. '

4. A CRITIQUE OF THE PROMISES AND LIMITATIONS OF CHINA’S
PLASTIC POLLUTION REGULATORY FRAMEWORK

The swift roll-out of China’s regulatory framework addressing plastic
pollution should not come as a total surprise, given that the central
authority, under Xi Jinping’s presidency, has demonstrated growing
concern for environmental quality.!” Despite several decades of
prioritizing economic growth over environmental protection in China, a
paradigmatic conceptual shift has occurred, with the leadership
recognizing the improvement of environmental quality as a source of

153 See Model Cases of Environmental Pollution Caused by Solid Waste, SUP. CT. (Mar. 1, 2022),
https://www.court.gov.cn/zixun/xiangqing/347801 .html [https://perma.cc/8QUZ-WXC4].
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199 See Genia Kostka & Chunman Zhang, Tightening the Grip: Environmental Governance Under Xi
Jinping, 27 ENV’T. POL. 769, 769 (2018).
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regime legitimacy.!'® The 2018 Constitutional amendments explicitly set
green development, the construction of ecological civilization, and the
building of a “beautiful China” as fundamental tasks and general goals of
national development.'®! The Twentieth Party Congress reaffirmed the
significance of preserving the ecosystem.'®?

At a critical juncture, as China faces mounting pressure to
strengthen environmental integrity amid rapid industrialization and the
pursuit of sustainable development, it is crucial to undertake a clear and
objective assessment of the strengths and weaknesses within China’s
plastic regulatory framework. This Part offers a comprehensive critique,
examining both the significant progress made and the persistent challenges
that continue to shape China’s ongoing efforts to tackle plastic pollution.

4.1 THE PROMISES

China’s increasingly dense and complex network of plastic
regulation, covering the upstream, midstream, and downstream stages of
the plastic life cycle, is notable, especially when paired with the central
government’s rising political willingness to improve environmental
quality in the country. In particular, the Entire Chain Governance approach
may represent a key turning point in China’s plastic regulation. Compared
with China’s past practices in addressing plastic pollution, the Entire
Chain Governance approach promotes a more granular and systemic
regulatory approach that holistically and comprehensively tackles plastic
pollution across the entire life cycle. This is commendable for two primary
reasons.

First, Entire Chain Governance clearly recognizes that effective
plastic pollution regulations must target a wide range of inherently
complex human activities. Plastic pollution has multiple spatial and
temporal pathways with widely diffused causes, requiring an effective
legal regime. In the past, China’s practices to tackle plastic pollution—
narrowly restricting or prohibiting the production and consumption of a
limited number of plastic products—have fallen short of effectively

10 See Alex Wang, The Search for Sustainable Legitimacy: Environmental Law and Bureaucracy in
China, 37 HARV. ENV’T L. REV. 365, 365 (2013).

161" See XIANFA pmbl. (2018) (China).

162 See Jingping Xi, Gaoju Zhongguo Tese Shehui Zhuyi Weida Qizhi Wei Quanmian Jianshe Shehui
Zhuyi Xiandai Hua Guojia Er Tuanjie Fendou (/2% J1 B £ F W AHEIR & mEist
2 XIAACERMHEEE FEPEIFEE - REFERFAS LIRS [Hold
High the Great Banner of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics and Strive in Unity to Build a
Modern Socialist Country in All Respects] (Oct. 16, 2022).
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achieving the objective. Consequently, there has been a rapid
accumulation of plastic waste without proper treatment, despite the
imposition of plastic restrictions and bans in 2008. It is critical to identify
and target the increasingly diffuse causes of plastic pollution rather than
focusing on a limited variety of plastic products that are easier to reduce
or eliminate. An effective solution to reduce plastic pollution must explore
how and where interventions should be made in the life cycle of plastics
before they degrade into smaller fragments and become distributed in the
ecosystem.'®3 The Entire Chain Governance approach has the potential to
fill the existing gap with a comprehensive strategy to tackle different
varieties of plastic products and sources of plastic pollution at different
stages.

Second, instead of treating plastic pollution predominantly as a
waste management problem, the Entire Chain Governance approach also
targets the production of plastics and introduces an additional resource
management perspective. This acknowledges that managing how plastics
are designed, produced, and distributed is crucial to preventing them from
becoming waste.'® In particular, promoting production processes that
prevent materials from becoming waste and incorporating waste
prevention into material and product design is essential.!®> As China’s
laws, regulations, policies, and related discourses have traditionally
framed plastic pollution as a waste management issue, they failed to
accurately recognize all the diffuse or root causes of the problem.
Bradshaw contends that merely viewing plastic pollution through the lens
of waste management leads to an overreliance on end-of-pipe methods. 16
This not only obscures the origins of plastic pollution but also risks
unfairly and disproportionately shifting the blame to those at the end of
the chain, such as end-consumers. !¢’ As the Basel Convention notes in the
Preamble, “the most effective way of protecting human health and the
environment from the dangers posed by such wastes is reducing their
generation to a minimum in quantity and/or hazard potential.”!®® The

163 Nils Simon et al., A Binding Global Agreement to Address the Life Cycle of Plastics, 373 Sci. 43,
43 (2021).
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rising emphasis on tackling plastic pollution from its origin, underpinning
the Entire Chain Governance approach, reverses the conventional focus on
end-of-pipe solutions and underscores the interplay of plastic design,
manufacturing, consumption, and disposal. In other words, the new
governance approach has pushed for a much-needed shift in China’s
framing narratives of plastic pollution that no longer overwhelmingly
focused on the midstream and downstream segments of plastic pollution.

The conceptualization of Entire Chain Governance has propelled
an increasing number of Chinese central governmental authorities to
design, develop, and implement economy-wide and sector-specific
regulatory and policy measures to tackle plastic pollution.'® The
proliferation of administrative regulations, departmental rules, regulatory
documents, and policies, as discussed in Section 3.1, has filled many gaps
and strengthened the robustness and rigor of China’s plastic pollution
regulatory framework. Meanwhile, the expanding volume of plastic-
related regulations has provided, and will continue to provide, courts with
more opportunities to engage with legal questions concerning measures to
reverse the worsening of plastic pollution in China.

4.2 THE LIMITATIONS

Despite the strengthening of China’s plastic regulatory
framework, the environmental crisis persists, as evidenced by ongoing
plastic leakage into ecosystems.!” To prevent further deterioration, it is
crucial to identify and address the limitations in China’s regulatory
framework, especially concerning the implementation of the Entire Chain
Governance approach. This governance model is premised on the essential
understanding that plastic pollution must be tackled through a
comprehensive full life cycle approach, which encompasses all stages
from production and consumption to recycling and disposal. The six
primary limitations discussed here are rooted in the critical necessity of
this holistic perspective; they reflect challenges that arise when regulatory
efforts do not sufficiently cover or integrate all life cycle phases of plastics.

First and most importantly, China currently lacks a
comprehensive law that holistically addresses all aspects of plastics likely
to degrade into waste within the framework of the Entire Chain

199 See The Notice on Issuing the 14th Five Year Action Plan on Addressing Plastic Pollution, supra
note 107.

170 “China is projected to remain the largest individual contributor to plastic leakage in Asia.”
REGIONAL PLASTICS OUTLOOK FOR SOUTHEAST AND EAST ASIA 135 (OECD 2005).
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Governance approach. While China has enacted various environmental
protection and circular economy laws that impose obligations on key
stakeholders to reduce plastic pollution, these legal instruments remain
fragmented, piecemeal, and contain numerous gaps. The majority of
regulations, administrative rules, and policy guidelines relating to plastics
and plastic waste typically take the form of notices, decisions, or opinions,
which are not governed by China’s Law on Legislation and therefore lack
the full force of law.'”! This predominantly recommendatory or
aspirational character of policy instruments offers limited incentives for
stakeholders throughout the plastic life cycle to take effective and
meaningful actions against plastic pollution. A binding and unified statute
is critical to strengthening China’s plastic governance. Such a law would
consolidate the dispersed regulatory requirements, provide clear and
enforceable obligations on producers, distributors, consumers, and waste
managers, and support judicial enforcement.

Second, the fragmentation of China’s environmental regulation
may hinder coordination among different governmental agencies that
carry out environmental protection and pollution prevention tasks under a
rigid administrative structure.'”? Environmental lawmaking and
enforcement implicates the interests of governmental agencies tasked with
environmental protection as well as others concerned with various aspects
of the economy and society that may be subject to environmental
regulations. While certain agencies, primarily the MEE, have defined
missions that render them highly sensitive to plastic pollution abatement
concerns, the same cannot necessarily be said for many other powerful
forces within the administrative system.!”> When the regulatory focus
shifts from a group of plastic objects that are relatively easy to govern
(e.g., plastic bags, bottles, and cutlery) to more complex ones such as
textiles, tires, petrochemicals, and food packaging, industry stakes become
much higher with stronger opposition.'” The effectiveness of

7! Huan Li et al., The Analysis of and Advice for China’s Plastic Pollution Prevention and Treatment
Policies 43 ENV’T SCI. 5326, 5329 (2022).

172 See Bo Zhang et al., A New Environmental Protection Law, Many Old Problems? Challenges to
Environmental Governance in China, 28 J. ENV’T L. 325, 325 (2016).

173 For instance, the NDRC, which has been centrally involved in the regulatory and policy making
of many plastic-related rules and measures, is primarily in charge of monitoring and adjusting the
performance of China’s national economy. See Main Functions of the NDRC, NAT’L
DEVELOPMENT & REFORM COMM’N,  https://en.ndrc.gov.cn/aboutndre/mainfunctions/
[https://perma.cc/XC38-EU7L].

174 Tobias Nielsen et al., Politics and the Plastic Crisis: A Review Throughout the Plastic Life Cycle,
WIRES ENERGY & ENV’T, Jul. 2019, at 1, 9.
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environmental enforcement relies on multiple government agencies in the
areas of industry, agriculture, tourism, and other relevant sectors, making
inter-agency cooperation vital yet challenging to achieve.

Third, China’s regulations and policies addressing plastic
pollution, akin to those targeting other environmental issues, are usually
developed and implemented in a top-down manner, originating from the
central government and cascading down to provinces, municipalities, and
cities.!” This process includes target-setting for various stakeholders and
pilot experimentation for policy innovation.!”® However, ensuring the
translation of the central government’s intentions into -effective
implementation and enforcement at the local level can be difficult.
Implementers may engage in minimal compliance, especially when central
policymakers set targets that are unquantifiable or difficult to quantify.
The local implementers might merely window-dress the task with limited
effort, fulfilling formal requirements without genuinely addressing the
underlying issues. For instance, when government policy documents
require “responsibly handling of plastic” or “substantially reducing plastic
waste,” ample ambiguities exist for implementers. Formulating time-
bound, measurable, and ambitious yet achievable targets is crucial for
local implementation. Furthermore, local governments often face
competing policy priorities and limited resources, leading to
environmental protection being deprioritized in favor of economic growth
agendas.'”” Compared to other environmental issues, particularly air
pollution and climate change, addressing plastic pollution has not attained
a similar level of priority in most, if not all, provinces and cities in China.
This disparity may further undermine local governments’ willingness to
faithfully implement or enforce the central government’s plastic policies.

Fourth, the predominance of governmental actors in the regulatory
landscape for plastic pollution has weakened the role of non-governmental
actors, such as private businesses, environmental NGOs, and the general
public. As Vince and Hardesty eloquently articulated, managing plastic
pollution, which is a complex and multifaceted tragedy, requires a blend
of laws, regulations, and market-oriented and civil society-based

175 Fang, supra note 13, at 255.

176 Raimund Bleischwitz et al., The Circular Economy in China: Achievements, Challenges and
Potential Implications for Decarbonization, 183 RES., CONSERVATION & RECYCLING 1, 2 (2022).

177 See Ran Ran, Perverse Incentive Structure and Policy Implementation Gap in China’s Local
Environmental Politics, 15 J. ENV’T POL’Y & PLAN. 17, 19 (2013).



Vol. 43, No. 2 Environmental Regulation of Plastic Pollution 123

efforts.!”® Ultimately, reducing plastic pollution at its origin depends on
the public’s choice to minimize plastic use and/or switch to alternatives.
While private businesses, especially large e-commerce companies in
China, have begun to reduce plastic consumption, the scale and pace of
these efforts remain modest at best.!” As Greenpeace highlighted in its
2023 report investigating the six largest Chinese e-commerce companies,
these firms have failed to establish stringent targets for reducing, reusing,
and recycling plastic packaging materials.'®® Another acute reality in
China is the general public’s inadequate environmental awareness
regarding plastic pollution.'®! For example, although China shares a
similar recycling and reuse rate for PET bottles with Germany and
Norway, the latter’s recycling efforts are primarily undertaken by its
citizens, while in China, it is mostly the informal waste collectors.'®?
Information campaigns and other educational opportunities to improve the
public’s knowledge of plastic waste and pollution have fallen short in
China.

Fifth, China’s pervasive use of administrative directives in
governing plastic pollution contrasts with a much less significant use of
fiscal and tax policies, raising efficiency and enforcement issues.!'®®
Compared with regulatory instruments, which often carry a command-
and-control style with hefty administrative costs, taxation boasts strong
enforceability and high flexibility with the potential to yield economically
efficient results.'® An advanced plastic taxation system can effectively

178 Joanna Vince & Britta Denise Hardesty, Governance Solutions to the Tragedy of the Commons

That Marine Plastics Have Become, 5 FRONTIERS MARINE SCI. 1, 2 (2018).

See JGYHHE [Plastic Free China], SMSEHIRITHLRAAHEFE [Research Report on A

Comprehensive Treatment Plan for Plastic Pollution in the Delivery Industry] (Apr. 30, 2024),

https://www.breakfreefromplastic.org/zh-CN/2024/04/30/study-on-the-comprehensive-

management-of-plastic-pollution-from-takeaways/ [https://perma.cc/C8Q9-6CKJ].

Climate Action and Environmental Performance of Chinese Retail E-commerce Platforms,

GREENPEACE  (Nov. 9, 2023), https://www.greenpeace.org.cn/2023/11/09/ecommerce-

environmental-performances/ [https:/perma.cc/ AMHS8-D2Y S].

Research shows that it is challenging for the public to pay sustained attention to plastic pollution

control in China. See generally Ying Sun et al., Public Attitudes Toward the Whole Life Cycle

Management of Plastics: A Text-Mining Study in China, 859 SCI. TOTAL ENV’T, 1, 6 (2023)

(discussing public concern significantly declining or even disappearing “in the absence of the

sustained stimulus™).

182 Bing Wu, China Consumes Nearly 10 Million Tons of PET Bottles Annually. How Can the
“White” Industry Achieve Carbon Neutrality?, 21ST CENTURY BUS. HERALD (Sept. 2, 2021),
https://m.21jingji.com/article/20210902/herald/85c1ea20a2ea55d2e8828¢a026c8c692 zaker.htm
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internalize the negative externalities of plastic pollution and foster more
sustainable plastic consumption.'®® Despite the emphasis from the 2020
Chinese central government’s opinion document on using fiscal and tax
policies to reduce plastic pollution, 3¢ China has yet to establish a complete
taxation framework specifically designed to tackle plastic pollution.
China’s existing tax incentives, which can mitigate plastic pollution
(although only to a limited extent) exist in pollution control and resource
utilization areas.!®” The marginalization of tax and fiscal policies in
China’s plastic pollution toolkit may hurt the effectiveness of the country’s
plastic governance efforts from a long-term perspective.

Sixth, significant ambiguities and disagreements persist regarding
solutions for mitigating plastic pollution at various stages of the plastic
value chain, particularly at the upstream source point.!®® A notable
example is the debate over whether and how to substitute plastic products
with alternatives or alternative materials, which has elicited divergent and
sometimes conflicting opinions among industry stakeholders and
researchers.'® For example, despite widespread advocacy for replacing
plastics with substitutes such as paper, glass, wood, or aluminum, concerns
have arisen regarding the alternative materials and products’ affordability
and ecological impact, particularly in terms of their carbon emissions and
water usage, which can be several times higher than plastic.!* Similarly,

2001), https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/issues/issues25/index.htm [https://perma.cc/TK94-
XNQK].
Some European economies have developed an advanced taxation system on plastic products,
especially single-use ones. See, Weronika Zurawska & Inés Blanco de Tord, Plastic Taxation in
Europe: Update 2024, WTS GLOBAL (May 8, 2024), https://wts.com/global/publishing-
article/20240508-plastic-taxation-europe-update-2024~publishing-article
[https://perma.cc/UYC7-URKC]. For a detailed discussion of the benefits of pricing plastics with
taxes, see Monast & Virdin, supra note 11.
The Opinion on Further Strengthening the Treatment of Plastic Pollution, supra note 97.
Companies that produce recycled plastics, plastic pellets, and compounds are eligible for a 70%
value-added tax rebate. See Guanyu Wanshan Ziyuan Zonghe Liyong Zengzhishui Zhengce De
Gonggao (KT 5EEBHRLE A R EBUBUR 1A %) [The Announcement on Improving the
Value-Added Tax Policies for the Comprehensive Utilization of Resources] (promulgated by
Ministry of Fin. & State Tax’n Admin., Dec. 30, 2021), CENT. PEOPLE’S GOV’T OF THE PEOPLE’S
REPUBLIC OF CHINA (China), https://www.gov.cn/zhengce/zhengeeku/2022-
02/28/content_5676109.htm [https://perma.cc/SD6M-7J9]].
See Release of 11 National Standards, supra note 71.
Jianghai Dou & Jiwen Chang, Plastic Pollution Governance Should Be Based on the Economic,
Technological — and  Administrative  Conditions, ~SINA FIN. (Jan. 16, 2023),
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China’s promotion of biodegradable plastics has faced scientific
skepticism, the scarcity of widely accepted product standards, and
inadequate testing capabilities.!”' As much as plastic pollution represents
an ecological crisis, it also poses severe social, economic, and scientific
challenges. It is essential for policymakers and regulators to account for
the socioeconomic consequences and advance scientific understanding of
plastic policies to resolve uncertainties.

5. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Plastic pollution, which originates from widely dispersed sources
intricately linked to modern life and the economy, poses a formidable
challenge to China’s environmental governance capacity. Without timely
and effective regulation and reduction measures, the resulting damage to
human health, the environment, and society could be severe. As the
world’s largest producer and consumer of plastics, China plays a pivotal
role in mitigating plastic pollution and steering toward a sustainable plastic
economy. Consequently, China’s legal and regulatory efforts will
contribute significantly to addressing the global collective action problem.

Although early efforts to control plastic pollution in China yielded
limited success, recent regulatory and policymaking initiatives exhibit
greater ambition with more holistically integrated policies. At the outset
of the fourteenth FYP, the introduction of the Entire Chain Governance
approach to regulate the full plastic life cycle marked a crucial
advancement, potentially representing a turning point in China’s plastic
crisis response. The Entire Chain Governance approach targets the diffuse
sources of plastic pollution instead of narrowly focusing on the easy-to-
spot and easy-to-tackle ones. However, while the increasing emphasis on
“Entire Chain Governance” represents a major step towards embedding
life cycle thinking in environmental regulation, its experience underscores
the complexities of translating theoretical life cycle frameworks into
effective implementation. The analysis in this article reveals that various
gaps and complexities persist in China’s current legal and regulatory
framework for managing plastic pollution.

191 The joint research report issued by the Tsinghua University and China Petroleum and Chemical
Corporation (SINOPEC) in 2022 pointed out limitations the expansion of degradable plastics has
at the current stage, including strict conditions under which degradable plastics can degrade. See

Hongmei i,
Sinopec and Tsinghua University Jointly Released a Report on Biodegradable Plastics, TSINGHUA
UNIV. (Sep. 26, 2022), https://www.tsinghua.edu.cn/info/1182/98469.htm

[https://perma.cc/3FUL-VR6Q)].
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To overcome these impediments, it is essential for China to
establish a comprehensive legal framework with binding and enforceable
obligations imposed on key stakeholders, replacing government directives
that lack legal force. Strengthened coordination among multiple agencies
and administrative levels is necessary to minimize policy fragmentation
and conflicts, with clear and rational target-setting playing a vital role.
Furthermore, greater engagement of non-governmental actors should be
encouraged to complement government efforts. The untapped potential of
fiscal and tax policies should also be harnessed to internalize the social
costs of plastics and diversify China’s regulatory toolkit. Crucially, all
these efforts must be oriented towards a full life cycle approach,
recognizing that effective plastic pollution control requires coordinated
management across production, consumption, recycling, and disposal
stages. Finally, addressing plastic pollution demands careful consideration
of socioeconomic impacts alongside evolving scientific knowledge,
particularly in the face of uncertainty.

As China approaches the fifteenth FYP (2026-2030), which is a
pivotal period for advancing its goals of “ecological civilization” and
building a “beautiful China,” the urgency of effectively managing plastic
pollution intensifies.!”> The years ahead will serve as a crucial test of
China’s ability to translate the principles of the Entire Chain Governance
approach into sustained and coordinated action among a wide range of
actors. China’s experience during this phase will offer valuable insights
and lessons for other nations facing similar environmental challenges.
While the path to resolving plastic pollution remains complex and
ongoing, with timely and strategic adjustments, it is indeed an achievable
mission.

192 What Key Points Should be Considered When Formulating the 15th Five-Year Plan for Ecological
Environment Protection?, NAT’L MARINE ENV’T MONITOR CTR. (Sept. 9, 2025),
https://www.nmemec.org.cn/hyyw/202509/t20250910 _1127198.shtml  [https://perma.cc/PMS4-
8FAS].



