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All reasonable precautions have been taken by INTERPOL to verify the information contained in this 

publication. However, the published material is being distributed without warranty of any kind, either 

expressed or implied. The responsibility for the interpretation and use of the material lies with the reader. 

In no event shall INTERPOL be liable for damages arising from its use. INTERPOL takes no responsibility for 

the continued accuracy of that information or for the content of any external website.  

The content of this publication does not necessarily reflect the views or policies of INTERPOL, its Member 

Countries, its governing bodies or contributory organizations, nor does it imply any endorsement. The 

boundaries and names shown and the designations used on any maps do not imply official endorsement or 

acceptance by INTERPOL. The designations employed and the presentation of the material in this publication 

do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of INTERPOL concerning the legal status 

of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or 

boundaries. 

 

 
 

Front cover image:  

Left: This image provided by NCB Rome to INTERPOL was taken during an inspection of an illegal dumping 

site in Italy, which was carried out in 2017 in the framework of the INTERPOL Operation 30 Days of Action. 

Waste enforcement has been developing for years in Italy and more generally in Europe, against the long-

lasting problem of Illegal waste disposal. However efforts have intensified since January 2018, to respond to 

an apparent growth of the criminality in plastic waste sector. 

Right: This image, provided by the Enforcement Division of aŀƭŀȅǎƛŀΩǎ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ to 

INTERPOL, shows a 2019 inspection of an import container of mixed and contaminated plastic waste that 

was falsely declared as clean plastic waste destined for recycling. It illustrates a criminal trends increasingly 

observed in Malaysia, where illegal plastic waste imports have drastically increased since January 2018.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

On a global scale, policies encouraging the recycling of plastic waste have created a large and continuously 
expanding business sector, with significant volumes of plastic waste traded transnationally for recycling.   

.ŜǘǿŜŜƴ мффн ŀƴŘ нлмуΣ /Ƙƛƴŀ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŀ ŎǳƳǳƭŀǘƛǾŜ пр҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ǿŀǎǘŜΣ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ the global 
plastic waste market heavily dependent on the access to the Chinese recycling sector. However, in January 
2018 China implemented new imports restrictions of 24 types of solid waste including plastic waste.  

As a result of this policy, a large re-routing of plastic waste exports has been observed since January 2018, 
especially towards alternative South and South-East Asian destination countries. Shipments of plastic waste 
within the intra-European market have also increased, especially towards Central and Eastern Europe. It is 
likely that the increased volume of imported plastic waste to be recycled in those emerging import countries 
has affected the recycling rates of their domestic waste, generating a waste surplus on their territory. 

Nevertheless the volume of plastic waste traded to those emerging destinations do not compensate for the 
volume that used to be sent to China prior January 2018. The reduced volume of waste legally channelled to 
international trade has resulted in a surplus of waste accumulating within national territories of export 
countries. 

The implications of this policy change on crime in the plastic waste market need to be better understood to 
better combat crime within this sector. 
 

What criminal trends and threats are emerging in the plastic waste market since January 2018?  
What law enforcement and policy responses are needed to tackle these threats? 

 
To answer these questions, INTERPOL General Secretariat collected and analysed official enforcement data 

40 INTERPOL member countries worldwide, completed by open source information.  

 
EMERGING CRIMINAL TRENDS IN THE PLASTIC WASTE SECTOR 
Difficulties in treating and monitoring the plastic waste surplus in both export and import countries have 

opened doors for opportunistic crime in the plastic waste sector, both in terms of illegal trade and of illegal 

waste treatment.  

 

The re-routing of illegal plastic waste shipments 

According to this INTERPOL analysis, there has been continuous re-routing of illegal waste shipments to 

emerging import countries, primarily located in South and South-East Asia, and to a lesser extent in Eastern 

Europe. This displacement is destined to the same destinations as the ones that have emerged on the legal 

market since January 2018. It is the most prominent emerging trend observed.  
 

The use of transit countries to disguise the origin of the waste shipment has been commonly observed modus 

operandi for such illegal shipments. 
 

Requests from South and South East Asian countries to repatriate illegal containers of plastic waste have 

increased since 2018, but remain a long and challenging process. As a consequence, containers have been 

piling up in South-East Asian ports and sometimes re-exported illegally to neighbours in the region,  

transferring the burden of dealing with the illegal waste. 

 

As waste import countries around the world introduce new legislations restricting plastic waste imports, 

INTERPOL estimates it is very probable1 that plastic waste trade will continue to adapt and re-route shipments 

                                                             
1 The identified trends are assessed according to the following words of estimative probability (WEP): from almost certain; probable; 

likely; possible; unlikely; to almost certainly not.  
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to new and vulnerable countries. New destinations for illegal plastic waste shipments will likely be found in 

South-East Asian countries that are currently minor importers and with very limited waste management and 

waste enforcement capacities. It is possible that other destinations will be found in Africa and Latin America, 

however more data from those regions is necessary to assess this risk further. In Africa, the existing routes 

for electronic waste trafficking could be used for plastic waste shipments. Some African countries already 

receive large quantities of plasǘƛŎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ άǎƻƻƴ-to-ōŜ ǿŀǎǘŜέΣ embedded in illegally imported e-waste. In 

Latin America the recycling sector is reportedly growing, which may attract new plastic waste exports. 

 
Increase in illegal treatment of plastic waste  
There has been a noted increase in illegal treatment of plastic waste in both export countries and in emerging 
import countries.  
 
Three key phenomena were profiled in this context: 
 

1. Export countries have experienced both a significant increase in waste disposal in illegal landfills as 

well as irregular waste fire in order to cheaply deal with the large volumes of untreated domestic 

waste that would have previously been exported to China.  
 

2. In emerging Asian import countries, the significant increase in plastic waste imports, coupled with a 

lack of enforcement capacities, has almost certainly allowed illegal recycling facilities to thrive, 

profiting by circumventing license costs and environmentally sound treatment costs. It has also 

almost certainly led to an increase in illicit landfills, especially of the domestic plastic waste, which is 

often of lesser quality than imported waste due to deficiency in local waste collection and sorting out 

system. 
 

3. There has been an increase in accidental and deliberate waste fires, almost certain in export 

countries, and probable in European and South-East Asian import countries as well.  

 
Increase in fraudulent documents and misdeclaration of plastic waste 
Fraudulent documents and the misdeclaration of waste have been a common modus operandi in waste crime 
for a number of years.  
 
However, the following fraudulent activities have likely increased in frequency and complexity during recent 
years, and are now emerging in countries where it was not previously reported: 
 

¶ Plastic waste shipments are falsely declared as destined for recovery, or misdeclared as raw material. 

In terms of Basel codes, plastic waste shipments are falsely declared as non-hazardous (Annex IX), 

while it is contaminated or mixed with other waste streams (Annex VIII or Annex II). 
 

¶ Illegal shipped contaminated plastic waste is concealed in the container by being placed behind the 

άŎƭŜŀƴέ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ǿŀǎǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ƻƴ ǎƘƛǇǇƛƴƎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ; 
 

¶ Misdeclaration of waste supporting tax evasion; and  
 

¶ Misdeclaration of the final destination of plastic waste shipments, using a transit country in a free 

trade zone. 

Several countries have observed indicators and/or collected evidence of the involvement of organized 
criminal groups (OCGs) in some cases of illegal trade and management of plastic waste. INTERPOL has 
identified that the infiltration of OCGs into the waste sector usually happens through legitimate businesses 
as a cover for illegal operations, with regular involvement of financial crimes and various frauds, especially 
documents forgery. Such infiltration in legitimate businesses also reveals a certain level of sophistication of 
the criminal enterprise and professional competencies among offenders. 
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ANTICIPATING FORTHCOMING RISKS IN THE WASTE SECTOR  
 

This report further recommends a move towards proactive waste enforcement, by scanning risks early and 
addressing them before they turn into actual threats.  

The following risks were identified to present a likely to almost certain impact on the illegal trends directly or 
indirectly related to the plastic waste sector, in the near future:  

¶ The re-routing of illegal trade to new and more vulnerable countries following upcoming restrictions 
on plastic waste imports;  
 

¶ The increase in illegal plastic disposal if the Basel Convention amendment on plastic waste trade is 
not properly implemented starting from 2021;  
 

¶ Criminal activities emerging from new regulations on plastic-derived chemicals and on other waste 
streams, particularly copper scraps;  
 

¶ New criminal activities related to banned plastic items, photovoltaic panels waste, lead batteries and 
lithium batteries-related waste. 

Collaboration between regulators, inspection bodies, enforcement officers, and the private waste sector is 
essential to address those risks and achieve appropriate governance of the waste sector. 
 
MAIN RECOMMENDATIONS TO FIGHT CRIMINALITY IN THE PLASTIC WASTE SECTOR 
 
Four main challenges and their potential solutions were identified through consultations with member 
countries: 
 

1. There are challenges in gathering the right information needed for waste crime investigations, 
coupled with the shortage of resources allocated to waste enforcement in most countries. These 
challenges require the development of targeted and time-efficient inspection strategies, particularly 
intelligence-led risk indicators and financial investigations, tackling not only waste sites but also 
criminal networks and illicit assets.  

2. Due to limitations of investigative powers, waste crime investigations can be fragmented among 
various authorities. Inter-agency cooperation can provide an appropriate response to the challenges 
faced in the enforcement of waste crime by combining competencies, mandates and statutory 
powers from different authorities to achieve an investigative approach to waste crime comprising of 
environmental, financial and organized crime investigations, where appropriate. Prosecutors should 
also be involved at an early stage of the investigation. 

 

3. The lack of waste traceability at the international level hinders efforts to identify the source, the 
consignee and other investigative leads. Several solutions can mitigate this challenge:  

¶ Strengthening and standardizing the licensing system of waste facilities nationwide;  
¶ Making national databases of licensed facilities accessible to other countries, such as through the 

Basel Convention Secretariat;  
¶ Clarifying the requirements from export countries to proceed with repatriation; 

¶ Enhancing the use of existent secured communication channels, such as INTERPOL I24/7 and 
WCO CenComm, to share critical intelligence; and 

¶ Monitoring criminal trends and stimulating intelligence-based investigations through global 
enforcement operations targeting waste crime. 

 
With a rapidly changing market and regulatory environment, it is also essential that countries communicate 
any update to their import regulations to the Basel Convention Secretariat and/or all other countries in a 
timely, official and clear manner. 
 
Last, a broader range of plastic wastes will be brought within the scope of the Basel Convention starting in 

January 2021. It will be a key step forward a better monitoring and control of the plastic waste stream, under 

a common international legal framework. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
A number of policy initiatives, scientific assessments on the impacts of plastic pollution, and detections of 

more and more complex pollution crimes have contributed in recent years to raise awareness among the law 

enforcement community on the need to better understand and control the plastic waste market. 

 
To support of more effective pollution enforcement, this assessment report aims to provide enforcers with a 

better understanding of the criminal trends at stake in the plastic waste market. 

 
The justification for this focus on the plastic waste market is its recent major transformation. Since January 

2018, China severely restricted plastic waste imports, while it used to iƳǇƻǊǘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ 

waste for decades. Waste exporters had to look for alternative avenues. This raises the question of how 

enormous quantities of plastic waste have been dealt with since then, and whether the challenge of the 

immediate reconversion of the plastic waste market may have opened the door to illegal business 

opportunities.  

 
Indeed, illegal activities involving plastic waste have been increasingly reported in many countries across 

various regions by government agencies, NGOs and the media. This report responds to a growing demand by 

stakeholders engaged in INTERPOL operations to develop a strategic assessment on the new criminal trends 

in the plastic waste sector, in order to clarify the type, extent and geographical distribution of criminal threats 

to inform enforcement action.  

 

OBJECTIVES 
This report aims to answer the two following questions: 

What criminal trends and threats are emerging in the plastic waste market since January 2018? 

What law enforcement and policy responses are needed to tackle these threats? 

This Strategic Analysis Report intends to provide updated knowledge of the criminal activities emerging in the 

plastic waste market as well as to suggest tailored enforcement responses.  

 

In particular, it aims at identifying: 

¶ Emerging trafficking routes characterizing the illegal trade in plastic waste; 
¶ The nature and scale of the increase in illegal plastic waste management; 

¶ The evolution of the modus operandi and motives of criminals in the plastic waste sector; 
¶ The extent of the involvement of organized crime in the plastic waste sector and convergence with 

other crimes; 

¶ Risk indicators and case studies; and  
¶ Recommendations for strengthening law enforcement responses. 

 

Doing so, this analysis primarily support the law enforcement community with the strategic objective of 

improving detection and enforcement of plastic waste related crimes in order to enhance environmental 

quality and disrupt criminal networks in the waste sector.  

In addition, this public version of the report aims to inform policymaking and raise awareness on the 

criminality in the waste sector and its significant contribution to the plastic pollution global issue. 
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DATA COLLECTION METHODS 
 
The analytical process underlying this report involved two phases.  

The first phase focused on building key hypothesis on emerging criminal trends through extensive data 

collection drawing on a combination of sources: 

1. Open source scanning, particularly news articles; 

2. Official law enforcement data provided by INTERPOL member countries to INTERPOL General 

Secretariat;  

3. Operational reports concerning specific cases detected and investigated by member countries in the 

framework of INTERPOL Operation 30 Days at Sea 2.0 (October 2019) and other country-led 

operations in the course of 2019; 

4. Focus group discussions and individual interviews conducted with national experts on waste 

enforcement gathered during the άINTERPOL Operational Coordination Centre on plastic waste 

enforcementέ όhŎǘƻōŜǊ нлмфύ. 

 
Overall, the following 40 countries provided information and/or intelligence for the purpose of this report: 

 
1. Argentina 

2. Australia 

3. Bangladesh 

4. Brazil 

5. Cambodia 

6. Canada 

7. Chile 

8. China 

9. Czech Republic  

10. Democratic Republic 

of the Congo 

11. United Kingdom 

12. France 

13. Germany 

14. Ghana 

15. Guatemala 

16. Hungary 

17. Indonesia 

18. Ireland 

19. Italy 

20. Japan 

 

21. Jordan 

22. Latvia 

23. Luxembourg 

24. Malawi 

25. Malaysia 

26. Malta 

27. Mexico 

28. Netherlands 

29. Palestine 

30. Philippines 

 

31. Portugal 

32. Romania 

33. Russia 

34. Saudi Arabia 

35. Slovakia 

36. Spain 

37. Sweden 

38. Switzerland 

39. Thailand 

40. Turkey 

 

In the second phase, collected data were used for statistical analysis, trend analysis and qualitative analysis. 

A number of findings emerged clearly and consistently from this analytical process, allowing to verify 

hypothesis and define criminal trends, while also exposing information gaps. Both qualitative and quantitative 

findings are delivered in this report. 

 

The identified trends are assessed according to the following words of estimative probability (WEP): from 

almost certain; probable; likely; possible; unlikely; to almost certainly not.  
 

Appendix 1 (page 53) describes further the data collection methods used for this report. 
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ASSESSMENT  
 

1. OVERVIEW OF THE ILLEGAL PLASTIC WASTE SECTOR, A GROWING GLOBAL 
ISSUE 

 
This section aims to provide a broad understanding of the context in which criminal activities in the recyclable 
plastic waste sector take place and to show why it is important to assess changes in related criminal trends 
since 2018. ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎǊƛƳŜ ŀǊŜŀ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀƴ άƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀƭέ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΣ an illicit side of two parallel markets. 
Analysing plastic waste crime must therefore requires to understand the legitimate plastic waste business. 
 
 

1.1 Expansion of the legal plastic waste market and its high economic value  
 

Plastic waste: a growing high value market  
 

The plastics consumption per capita is rapidly growing at the global scale. As a result, global plastic waste 
production has steadily increased by 10 million metric tons every year ƛƴ ǘƘŜ нлмлΩǎ ŘŜŎŀŘŜΣ to reach almost 
360 million metric tons per year in 2018 [1]. 
 
Plastic waste processing is a high value market, providing business opportunities and revenue through energy 
recovery (via incineration) and raw material generation (via recycling) (see Figure 1). The global recycled 
plastics market alone was valued at USD 34.80 billion in 2016 and is projected to reach USD 50.36 billion by 
2022 [2] - not counting the traditional waste processing market, including incineration and landfill.  
 
The plastic waste market entails processing costs at different stages of the plastic waste value chain, notably 
infrastructure and labour costs, as well as taxation, especially taxes imposed on incineration and landfill in 
countries that encourage recycling. Plastic waste crime consists of efforts to reduce or circumvent those costs, 
or to make profit by charging those costs to clients (addressed in greater details in section 1.2). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 1: Value chain of plastic waste processing 
Source: Field Actions Science Reports. The journal of field actions [3] 
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The trade in recyclable plastic waste is large and international  
 
Most high-income countries have regulations encouraging the recycling of plastic waste ς with high recycling 
targets that scale up to 30%. This is particularly the case among the European Union (EU) member countries 
and Japan. [3]. Those countries have made large investments in recycling and have mature waste treatment 
infrastructure that allows for collecting and sorting out plastic waste.  
 
For example in 2016, 31.1% of the 27.1 million metric tons of collected plastic waste in Europe (EU countries, 
Norway and Switzerland) was sent for recycling [4] (to both domestic and foreign recycling factories). This 
represents a high recycling target compared to a world average of 9% of recycled plastic waste [5]. 
 
However, they also have high labour costs, resulting in an economic incentive for retailing companies to 
export the sorted out waste to recycling companies in lower income countries where labour and processing 
costs are cheaper. In 2016, more than one third of the plastic sent for recycling was exported to be processed 
outside the European region [4]. 
 
As plastic recycling produces raw material with a certain market value, even high-income countries that lack 
an incentive policy towards recycling, such as the United States and Australia, export a significant share of 
their domestic waste for recycling overseas. 
 

From the perspective of a high-income countries of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD), shipping goods to Asia is particularly opportune with respect to shipping to other 

ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ !ǎƛŀ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎΩ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇƻǊǘs a large share of them towards 

Europe and other Western countries. Hence in Asia there is a high demand for containers ready to be loaded 

with locally-produced goods and shipped overseas. Shipping companies have therefore a keen interest to 

send as many containers as possible to Asia, but sending empty containers would not allow them to maximise 

their profits. As a consequence, shipping lines create an incentive for European companies to export to Asia 

by keeping the price of transport towards Asia relatively low. 

 

Over the time, this dynamic have greatly encouraged the growth of exports of any kinds towards Asia, and 

waste exports are no exception. Indeed, shipping a container of waste from Europe to Asia may be cheaper 

than paying for recycling costs in the European country of origin. With the arrival of growing quantities of 

waste in Asian ports, recycling companies have flourished in some Asian countries.  

 
Recycling companies based in Asia likely rely on imported plastic waste to feed their business. This is explained 
by the fact that most Asian countries have very low investments into the collection and sorting out of their 
domestic waste, and unsorted and contaminated waste are not suitable for recycling. On the contrary, waste 
exported from Europe has often gone through a sorting process that makes it fir for recycling. 
 
There are different types of plastic waste, responding to different trade regulations according to their 
classification under different annexes the Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements of 
Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal [6]:  

¶ non-hazardous plastic wastes (Annex IX),  
¶ plastic from household waste requiring special consideration (Annex II), or  

¶ hazardous plastic waste (Annex VIII)2.  
Only the two later waste streams are controlled under the Basel Convention. While recyclable plastic waste 
is classified as non-hazardous waste, the classification of mixed plastic waste has been subject to 
interpretation, considered as household waste by some Parties only.  
 

                                                             
2 Plastic waste can also be classified in Annex I when it is contaminated with Annex I constituents 



INTERPOL STRATEGIC ANALYSIS REPORT: 
Emerging criminal trends in the global plastic waste market since January 2018 

 

   

Page 12/61 

 

Therefore plastic waste sent recycling has benefitted from a relatively unregulated trade regime, without the 
time-consuming procedures and paperwork that is required for the transport of hazardous wastes in 
accordance with the provisions of the Basel Convention.  
 
All these factors have contributed to the establishment of a large scale transregional trade in recyclable plastic 
waste, where trading routes have consistently gone from high-income OECD countries to lower-income 
countries for decades, converging towards Asia, especially to China. Map 1 illustrates the trade routes in 2016. 

 
Map 1: International trade in plastic waste in 2016 

Source: Field Actions Science Reports. The journal of field actions [3] 
 
Aware of the need for a broader set of plastic wastes to be monitored and controlled within the international 
waste trade, the 187 Parties to the Basel Convention - 186 countries as well as the European Union - have 
adopted a series of amendments during the Basel Conference of the Parties in April-May 2019, to increase 
the control of the plastic waste stream. They will be effective as of 1 January 2021 [7]3.  
 
¢ƘŜǎŜ άtƭŀǎǘƛŎ !ƳŜƴŘƳŜƴǘǎέ bring a broader range of plastic wastes within the scope of the Convention,  
including not only hazardous plastic wastes (listed in Annex VIII), but also plastic wastes that άrequire special 
considerationέ, namely those that are difficult to recycle (listed in Annex II).  
It means that from January 2021: 

¶ An export of Annex II plastic waste can only take place if the importing country expressly consents to 
the import, and if the waste will be managed in an environmentally sound manner.  

¶ Non-hazardous, clean and sorted plastic waste destined for recycling in an environmentally sound 
manner (listed in Annex IX) can be traded without this prior informed consent (PIC) procedure.  

 
bŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ άtƭŀǎǘƛŎ !ƳŜƴŘƳŜƴǘǎέ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴ нлнм ŀƴŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ 
crucial to understand better how the plastic waste market is currently exploited for illegal activities.  

                                                             
3 Already in 2002, the Parties to the Convention adopted technical guidelines for the identification and environmentally sound 

management of plastic wastes and for their disposal (Access link: http://www.basel.int/Portals/4/download.aspx?d=UNEP-CHW-
WAST-GUID-PlasticWastes.English.pdf). 

http://www.basel.int/Portals/4/download.aspx?d=UNEP-CHW-WAST-GUID-PlasticWastes.English.pdf
http://www.basel.int/Portals/4/download.aspx?d=UNEP-CHW-WAST-GUID-PlasticWastes.English.pdf
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1.2 Illegal activities in the plastic waste sector 
 

Opportunities for illegal activities at various stages of the plastic waste value chain 

 
As in any business sector, opportunities for illegal activities 

can develop at various stages of the value chain of plastic 

waste processing (Figure 1, page 10), during: 

¶ collection,  

¶ transportation including transboundary movements,  

¶ segregation (sorting out process),  

¶ disposal (incineration or landfilling),  

¶ recycling, and  

¶ monitoring of waste.  

Illegal activities can result from: 

¶ negligence, or  

¶ deliberate actions to generate profit. 

On the one hand, negligence can be caused by poor 
understanding of trade legislations. The lack of standardized 
domestic legal frameworks regulating the trade in plastic 
wasteΣ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǳŘŘŜƴ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ƛƴ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ ƛƳǇƻǊǘ 
policies, may lead to unintentional breaches of national 
regulations.  
 
To mitigate this risk, it is indispensable that national reforms on waste trade are properly advertised through 
notification to the World Trade Organization and the Secretariat of the Basel Convention. For example, 
/ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƴƎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘǎ ƻŦ нп ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ǎƻƭƛŘ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ǿŀǎǘŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ 
announced in July 2017 before entering into force in January 2018. This pre-announcement was necessary for 
businesses and enforcers to adapt and prepare. In the absence of such notifications that make regulations 
publicly available, import restrictions in destination countries are likely to be unknown by the exporter or the 
custom officer in the export country. 
  
On the other hand, significant amounts of plastic waste are also deliberately traded and disposed of illegally, 
taking advantage of regional inequalities in labour costs, environmental legislations and law enforcement 
capacities.  
 
 

Lack of traceability and limited enforcement capacities as the key facilitators of waste crime 
 

The Basel Convention Annexes and the World Customs Organization (WCO) Harmonized Commodity 

Description and Coding System (HS) provide mechanisms of traceability of transnational transactions of 

waste, through a system of classification and codification: 

¶ The Basel Convention codes are used to classify waste streams. The classification determines that a 

prior informed consent (PIC) procedure should be followed for the transboundary movement of 

waste listed in Annexes I and II. Parties can also decide under their national legislation that waste not 

mentioned in Annexes I and II need to be considered as hazardous and follow the PIC procedure too.  

¶ The HS Convention aims is to facilitate trade and information exchange by harmonizing the 

description, classification and coding of commodities in international trade.4 

                                                             
4 The HS is used for Customs tariffs and the collection of external trade statistics. It is also extensively used by governments, 
international organizations and the private sector for many other purposes, such as internal taxes, trade policies, monitoring of 

In June 2017, INTERPOL coordinated a 
global law enforcement operation 
codenamed 30 Days of Action tackling 
waste crime, with police, customs, 
border and environmental agencies 
from 43 member countries from every 
region of the world. During one month of 
operational activities, 664 violations 
were reported to INTERPOL, with 483 
individuals and 264 companies involved 
in the offences. The value of the illicit 
waste detected was estimated in the 
order of USD 33 million, revealing the 
greatly profitable value of the illegal 
waste market [74]. 
 
In the framework of this Operation, 
plastic waste detected as illegally 
disposed or shipped amounted up to an 
estimated mass of 56,000 tons. 
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However difficulties in practically tracing plastic waste from its origin point (waste collection stage) to its end 
state (waste treatment stage) has been recurrently reported to INTERPOL General Secretariat during the 
consultation with national enforcers and experts for this analysis. 
 

The traceability of non-hazardous waste or waste that is not declared as waste is indeed very challenging: 

¶ Under the Basel Convention, non-hazardous wastes, including most of the waste plastics, do not need 

a PIC procedure when they are transboundary moved, and are therefore hardly traceable. However 

a greater scope of plastic wastes will fall under the Basel Convention from January 2021, and 

therefore be more traceable.  

¶ Under the HS Convention, the code HS 3915 refers to waste, parings and scrap of plastics. This code 

includes different types of plastics and do not necessarily differentiate plastic waste which need to 

be moved under the PIC procedure or which is prohibited to import into certain countries. 

In addition, there is little information exchange between the inspection of an imported plastic waste container 
and the inspection of the facility that imported this waste.  As a consequence, there is currently poor visibility 
of the actual recycling rate of the waste sent for recycling [5] [8]. 
 
As a result, a large and under-estimated share of recyclable plastics is does not end up recycled [5] [9]. Plastic 
waste import countries in emerging economies typically do not have the infrastructure to properly process 
all the domestic and imported plastic scrap, and often they are still developing enforcement capacity to tackle 
illegal waste activities. Some of the top destination countries for plastic waste report high waste 
mismanagement rates, such as India (87%), Indonesia (83%), Vietnam (88%) and Malaysia (57%) [5] [9]. Those 
numbers indicate that exporting nations may report artificially high recycling rate for their plastic waste [9], 
while in fact strong uncertainties remain on how plastic waste shipped overseas is treated. In addition, 
volumes of imported plastic waste can affect the recycling rates of domestic waste, especially when the 
import country lacks waste collecting and sorting out capacities. 
 
It is estimated that since 1950, close to half of all plastic has ended up in landfill or dumped in the wild, and 
only 9% of used plastic has been adequately recycled. It is also estimated that 4 to 12 million metric tons of 
plastic waste ends up in the oceans every year [5]. 

 
 

Financial gain as the key motive of illegal waste activities  

 
The waste sector suffers from a range of illegal activities, perpetrated in a more or less organized manner, 
with a view to making profit by avoiding the costs of proper waste treatment or by creating profitable illegal 
business opportunities.  
 
Such illegal activities mainly concerns illegal waste treatment at the domestic level and the illegal waste trade 
across borders. Table 1 presents a nomenclature of the terms used in this report to describe the different 
illegal activities in the waste sector5. 

These activities apply to all types of waste, even though they do not affect all waste types with the same 
significance. Recyclable plastic waste is a significant waste streams and has a certain market value due to an 
increasing demand for recycled plastic. Therefore illegal recycling represent a certain business opportunity 
compared to the illegal disposal. However, prices for recycled plastics are still non-competitive compared to 
virgin plastics, which can be an incentive to dispose of the waste instead of baring the cost of recycling it. 
National policies and costs can therefore significantly impact the business opportunity represented by the 
different types of illegal activities. 

                                                             
controlled goods, rules of origin, freight tariffs, transport statistics, price monitoring, quota controls, compilation of national accounts, 

and economic research and analysis. More details to find at the following link: http://tfig .unece.org/contents/HS-convention.htm   
5 This nomenclature aims to bring clarity on the terminology of the waste offences, as used in this report, however it does not intend 
to provide legal or official definitions of the same. 

http://tfig.unece.org/contents/HS-convention.htm
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INTERPOL For official use only 
 

Illegal Waste Treatment6 Illegal Waste Trade7 

Action of circumventing legal waste processing (see Figure 1) _ At the domestic level Transboundary movement of waste not complying with export and/or import 
regulations _ At the international level Illegal disposal Illegal incineration Illegal recycling 

 

Non-authorized deposit of waste onto land, including: 
¶ unauthorized disposal on a l icensed s i te; or 
¶ disposal  on a non-authorized s i te. 
Disposal comprises dump, landfill, fly-tipping8  or 
burying. 
 
Non-authorized s i tes can be private or public and 
include but are not limited to roadsides; agricultural 
lands; isolated lands such as a forest or an abandoned 
industria l  s i te; and private backyards. 
 

The level of organization and the gravity of the offence 
can vary greatly: 
¶ from a fly-tipping contravention committed by an 

individual ,  
¶ to Organized Crime Groups (OCGs) perpetuating 

i l legal dumping as a criminal business, in 
corroboration wi th money laundering, corruption 
and other types of crime. 

 
Motives for i l legal disposal are financial, by cutting 
garbage tax (concerning residents), landfilling tax (from 
the government), disposal fee (from the landfill 
company), l icensing fee, or recycl ing costs; and/or by 
generating profit from the revenues of an illegal landfill.  
 
I l legal dumping sites are also ground for i llegal waste 
fi re. They can be deliberate in an effort to reduce the 
quantity of disposed waste, as well as accidental and 
uncontrol led due to unsafe waste stockpi l ing.  
 

More marginally, i llegal disposal can also refer to waste 
dumping at sea. 

 

Non-authorized waste 
incineration, including: 
¶ the incineration on 

an authorized site, 
of waste types 
improper or 
unauthorized for 
thermal treatment; 
or 

¶ the incineration of 
waste on a non-
authorized s i te. 

 

Authorized s i tes found 
to be used for illegal 
waste incineration 
include cement 
industries, as they can 
legally incinerate 
number of hazardous 
wastes for energy-
recovery. 
 

Motives for illegal 
incineration are 
financial, by cutting 
s imilar costs as for 
disposal; and/or by 
generating profit 
through energy 
recovery such as fuel 
production issued from 
plastic incineration 

 

Recycling by a non-licensed facility 
 

As i l legal recycl ing entails the 
reception of recyclable waste, and 
resell of produced recycled material, it 
requires a certain level of 
organization. 
 

It is  often coupled wi th fraudulent 
l icense, sometimes involving illegal 
labour and other types of crime (e.g. 
money laundering, official 
corruption). 
 

I l legal recycl ing is  mostly found in 
countries with developing economies, 
importing plastic waste from other 
countries that have better sorting out 
system and therefore better quality 
waste to processed (granulated, non-
contaminated, etc.) 
 

Motives for i l legal recycl ing are 
financial, by cutting costs from 
l icensing fees, and/or by generating 
profi t. Profit can be gained by reselling 
raw material without costs related to 
complying with regulations ensuring 
an environmentally sound 
management of waste (ESM), and 
safety measures, such as control of 
atmospheric emissions, effluent 
discharges and waste stockpi l ing. 

 

Illegal shipment of waste, in violation of9  
¶ export restrictions by the origin country; 
¶ import restrictions by the (actual) destination country; and/or 
¶ waste treatment requirements (waste sent for legal recycling is  illegally 

managed in destination country). 
 

Il legal  waste trade can occur at di fferent s tages of the waste shipment: 
 

¶ At its origin: during the col lection, segregation, initial transfer from the 
producers to the shipping l ine, the container packing, and the export 
declaration. This involves a false declaration by the exporter on his export 
l icense, the waste type shipped, the destination country or the importer. 
 

¶ During transit: during transportation and storage activities, by the shipping 
l ine or third party firm in the transit country (often in a free trade zone) which 
may re-route the waste shipment. 

 

¶ At destination: during the container reception, import l icense, and the waste 
treatment. The import company (recycl ing facility) i llegally receives and/or 
manages the imported waste. 

 

Considering the nature of the trade and the minimum number of people to be 
involved in the offence, the i llegal waste trade is necessarily transnational and 
organized, but at di fferent degrees: 
¶ The offence can be committed at a single stage, for example if the importer 

is  a non-l icensed faci l i ty who forged i ts  l icense document  
¶ The offence can also cover a ll s tages of the shipment, wi th exporter, 

shipping line and importer collaborating in a transnational organized crime 
(TOC) network. 

 

Motives for the i llegal waste trade is financial. I llegal exporters avoid recycling costs 
in their country and exploit lower labour costs, environmental regulations and law 
enforcement capacities in import countries. I llegal importers profit from cheap 
recyclable waste to produce recycled goods, while cutting ESM and licensing costs. 

Table 1: Nomenclature of illegal activities perpetrated in the waste sector    

                                                             
6 Illegal waste treatment can also be designated as illegal waste processing or illegal waste management, depending on the source. 
7 ¢ƘŜ .ŀǎŜƭ /ƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀƴ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎέ ƛƴ ǿŀǎǘŜΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άƛƭƭŜƎŀƭ ǿŀǎǘŜ ǘǊŀŘŜέ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŀble intends to include waste streams that are not covered by the 
Basel Convention, such as certain types of recyclable plastics until 2021. The Basel Convention definition of illegal traffic can be found at the following link: 

http://www.basel.int/Implementation/LegalMatters/IllegalTraffic/Overview/tabid/3421/Default.aspx  
8 Fly-tipping corresponds to the deliberate action of dumping rubbish in an unauthorized place, it is usually not considered an organized activity and concern small quantities. 
9 The violated restrictions or requirements can include complete ban (for export or import), or notification processes requirements, as well as restriction on impurities or shipped quantities for example. 

http://www.basel.int/Implementation/LegalMatters/IllegalTraffic/Overview/tabid/3421/Default.aspx
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Document fraud as the core modus operandi in all types of waste crimes 
 

Misdeclaration on documents is a cross-cutting modus operandi that criminals use to facilitate all types of 
illegal activities in the waste sector. Table 2 illustrates how misdeclaration is used in the illegal waste sector, 
and what documents are commonly concerned by such fraud. 
 

Misdeclaration  
includes but is not limited to: 

Documents commonly concerned by fraud 
include but are not limited to: 

 

¶ Misdescription of waste in 
documentation: 

o Misdescribed in order  to facilitate 
illegal trade (e.g. plastic waste, 
prohibited for import in a certain 
destination country, described as raw 
materials, reusable plastic, or plastic 
granules instead, which import is non-
prohibited) 

o Mislabelled type of waste, specifically 
contaminated plastic waste declared 
as non-hazardous plastic waste to 
facilitate illegal trade 

¶ Misdescription of the waste state in terms 
of segregation, granulation or level of 
impurity 

¶ Misdeclaration of waste site, for example 
declaring a landfill (subject to tax) as a 
deposit for recovery (not subject to tax). 

 

¶ Licences such as recycling licences; 
landfilling licences; import / consignee 
licenses, etc. 

¶ Waste processing invoice  
E.g. declaring that the waste was sent to 
the recycling facility by providing a fake 
invoice, while in fact it was disposed at the 
truck transporter property to get the 
recycling fee for himself. 
 

¶ Export/import documents such as waste 
transport certificates; export notification; 
import declaration; manifest; bill of 
landing. 

¶ Notification and movement documents for 
waste subject to the PIC procedure under 
the Basel Convention (e.g. plastic waste 
mixed with household wastes) 

¶ Packaging Waste Recovery Note10 

Table 2. Description the use of document fraud in the illegal waste sector 

 
Waste-related offences are often opportunistic. For example, waste criminals take advantage of changes in 

regulations to exploit potential enforcement gaps in the early phase of implementation. They can also take 

advantage of prices fluctuations in the waste market, for instance by managing illegal disposal sites to attract 

illegal business when the legal market prices for disposal increase (e.g. after an increase in landfill tax). 

 
1.3 Significant import restrictions disrupting the existing plastic waste market   

 

Restrictions on plastic waste imports towards China since January 2018 

 
The plastic waste market is currently in an important transitory period as the main destination countries in Asia 
have recently taken measures limiting the import of plastic waste into their national territories. 
 
In April 2016, India imposed a partial ban on plastic waste import [10], but the transnational demand-supply 
chain of plastic scrap was truly impacted by waste import restrictions imposed by China and implemented since 
January 2018. ChinaΩǎ new import restrictions enacted new contamination standards on the importation of 24 
types of solid waste into China and was extended to a total of 32 waste types in January 2019. It sets much 

                                                             
10 The Packaging Waste Recovery Note (PRN) or Packaging Waste Export Recovery Note (PERN) is a tradeable certificate used to record and identify  
packaging waste materials received for recovery or recycling. 
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stricter contamination standard on plastics scraps, from a purity of 90-95% to 99.5%. Such limits have made 
even small materials like water bottles not eligible to be exported to China [11]. 
 
 

A turning point in the global plastic waste market 
 

Since 1992 until 2018, China importeŘ ŀ ŎǳƳǳƭŀǘƛǾŜ пр҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ǿŀǎǘŜ [12]. The global plastic 

waste market was therefore heavily dependent on the access to the Chinese recycling sector. This explains why 

the /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ has deeply impacted the global plastic waste market, determining trade 

adjustments and reactive regulatory and enforcement policies worldwide. Globally, an estimated 111 million 

metric tons of plastic waste will be displaced by 2030 [12]. 

In Europe, around 8 million metric tons of plastics is sorted out each year. Before the implementation of /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ 
waste import restrictions, nearly 3 million metric tons of this plastic waste were exported from Europe to Asia, 
including 2.6 million to China [13]. This means that plastic waste exports to China represented 85% of all plastic 
waste export out of Europe. Ireland for example, with the highest per capita production of plastic waste in the 
EU, depended on China to deal with 95 percent of its plastic waste [14].  
 
Similarly, the United States sent more than half of its plastic exports to China in 2016 (16.2 million metric tons) 
[15] and about 35% of Australian recyclable plastics used to be exported to China as well [16]. 
 
The immediate effect of /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ has been a general decline of plastic waste exports:  

¶ In Europe the share of plastic waste sent for recycling oversea dropped by about 40% after January 
2018, from 3.1 million metric tons in 2016 [4] to 1.8 million metric tons in 2018 [17].  

¶ TƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ exports to China also fell 20.8% [18], with a significant economic impact on the 
¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ national waste export sector where it was estimated that 40,000 jobs would be directly 
affected and 94,000 indirectly [19]. 

 
As the recycling industry in export countries cannot absorb the waste accumulation, the two main avenues for 
the waste previously exported to China are being either  
¶ re-routed towards other destinations, or  

¶ incinerated or placed in landfills in the country of origin [20].  
 

 

Sudden shift in trade routes and domino effect in South-East Asia 
 

The re-routing of plastic waste exports, especially towards alternative South and South-East Asian countries, 
has been a prominent trend since the entry into force of /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ. Europe and North 
America are believed to divert most of their exports to Cambodia [21], India [21] [22] [15] [21] [23], Indonesia 
[23], Malaysia [24] [25] [21] [26], Pakistan [21], Vietnam [20] [15] [21] [26], Thailand [15] [21] [27], as well as 
Turkey [26] [22]. Some North American plastic was reported to be exported towards Latin America [15] [21] 
and South Korea [26]. Australia and New Zealand have also increased their waste exports to other Asian 
countries such as Malaysia [24], and Japan have increased its waste exports to Thailand [27]. 

Increased quantities of plastic waste exported to those destinations are significant. In the first quarter of 2018, 
US waste exports to Malaysia rose 330%, to Thailand +300%, to Vietnam +277%, to Indonesia +191%, and to 
India +165% [21]. This situation has presented both new business opportunities and pollution challenges in the 
receiving countries, considering that many lack the infrastructure to manage their own domestic waste [12].  
 
The overwhelming increase in waste exports to those countries resulted in stricter regulations and 
strengthened border control in major Asian destinations, such as Thailand; Vietnam; Malaysia; Indonesia; and 
Taiwan, China. Figure 2 shows the different restrictions on plastic waste imports implemented or announced 
by Asian countries between January 2018 and March 2019. Those new policies range from taxation policies 
and limits on waste import permits, to partial and complete bans on plastic waste imports, somehow 
replicating the key aims of /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ. 
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Figure 2: Recent measures limiting plastic waste imports into main destination countries in Asia11 

Source: Grid-Arendal [9] 

 
 

Market fluctuations in the plastic waste sector: an open door for opportunistic crime  
 

Such domino effect in the South-East Asian region has created strong fluctuations and uncertainties in the 
plastic waste market. Difficulties in treating and monitoring the waste surplus has opened doors for 
opportunistic crime in the plastic waste sector. 
 
As regulations on waste imports are rapidly changing and are not standardized across destination countries, 
exporters and enforcers face challenges in ensuring that plastic waste exports comply with the import 
regulations. This situation, coupled with the lack of traceability of plastic waste, presents a great risk for certain 
individuals and crime groups to take advantage of legal loopholes, information gaps among the enforcement 
community, and new trade routes in the plastic waste market that are not fully monitored yet.  
 
¢ƘŜ άtƭŀǎǘƛŎ !ƳŜƴŘƳŜƴǘǎέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ŀǎŜƭ /ƻƴǾŜntion present a key step forward a better monitoring and control 
of the plastic waste stream, under a common international legal framework. However, until general 
implementation starting in 2021, there is a need to understand how plastic waste-related criminality is evolving 
in a context of lack of traceability and rapid and unpredictable market fluctuations. 
  

                                                             
11 Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŦƛƎǳǊŜΣ ά¢ŀƛǿŀƴέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ¢ŀƛǿŀƴΣ /Ƙƛƴŀ. 
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2. EMERGING CRIMINAL TRENDS IN THE PLASTIC WASTE SECTOR SINCE 
JANUARY 2018 

 
This section explores how the significant changes on the global plastic waste market have impacted waste 
crime, focusing on emerging criminal threats currently observed as well as anticipating foreseen criminal 
threats. January 2018, the date of implementation of /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ƴŜǿ ǿŀǎǘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ, is taken as a 
benchmark in this analysis to identify those changes. 
 
 

 

2.1 Overview of the key informants and results  

 
The challenge of waste accumulation in export countries, coupled with the diversion of the main plastic waste 
trading routes, raises questions of whether there has been a parallel re-routing illegal trade in plastic waste, 
and if new types of illicit activities have emerged in the plastic market. In addition, the lucrative nature of the 
waste market suggests the need to investigate whether organized criminal groups have been taking advantage 
of the rapid and scarcely monitored transformations in that market.  
 
INTERPOL General Secretariat collected and analysed official data from authorities in 40 INTERPOL member 
countries worldwide, to answer these questions. As shown in Map 2 below, the majority of contributing 
countries were European (19), followed by South-East Asian countries (6). Readers shall bear in mind that the 
results of this assessment may be biased by the greater representation of European responses, compared to 
other regions of the world12.  
 
Even though the lack of comparable data from before and after January 2018 was reported as an important 
challenge by most countries, some key trends emerged clearly and consistently from the data analysis: 
 

Å Continuous re-routing of illegal waste shipments, including using transit countries to disguise the 
origin of the waste; 

Å Increase in illegal plastic waste imports in South and South-East Asian countries as well as in Eastern 
European countries; 

Å Increase in illegal waste treatment within these emerging import countries, particularly the 
increase in plastic waste being diverted towards unauthorized recycling facilities in Asian import 
countries; 

Å Slight increase in misdeclaration of plastic waste as the key modus operandi facilitating illegal 
shipments (e.g. as plastic raw material); 

Å Increase in illegal waste treatment within some export countries, as a result of the decrease in 
incentive for international trade as the value of plastic waste dropped; 

Å Increase in waste fires, both deliberate and accidental, in both legal and illegal waste sites.   
 
The most prominent change among the trends described above was the re-routing of illegal waste shipments, 
which was reported by 60% of the participating countries. All the other trends, particularly the modus operandi, 
were not new at the global scale, but resulted more pronounced since January 2018 or they emerged in 
countries where they were not reported before.  
 

                                                             
12 All 194 INTERPOL member countries were invited to contribute to this assessment. The discrepancy in regional representation in the 
data set is due to the response rate by countries, not to a selection of data made by INTERPOL. 
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Map 2. Geographic distribution of the 40 INTERPOL member countries that provided official data for this assessment 
Note: *The colour code indicates data availability. It shows whether the contributory countries have provided data about 
their import, export, or both. It does not intend to present a global overview of the actual export/import countries. 

 

North America (2) 
Á CAN - Canada 
Á MEX - Mexico 

 
Central and South America (4) 
Á ARG - Argentina 
Á CHL - Chile 
Á GTM - Guatemala 
Á BRA ς Brazil 

 
 

Europe (19)13 
Á CHE - Switzerland 
Á CZR - Czech Republic  
Á DEU - Germany 
Á ESP - Spain 
Á FRA - France 
Á GBR - United Kingdom  
Á HUN - Hungary  
Á IRL - Ireland 
Á ITA ς Italy 
Á LAT - Latvia 
Á LUX - Luxembourg 
Á MLT - Malta 
Á NDL - Netherlands 
Á POR - Portugal 
Á ROU - Romania 
Á RUS - Russia 
Á SVK - Slovakia 
Á SWE - Sweden  
Á TUR - Turkey 

Middle East (3) 
Á JOR - Jordan 
Á PAL - Palestine 
Á SAR - Saudi Arabia 
 

Africa (3) 
Á DRC - Democratic 

Republic of the 
Congo 

Á GHA - Ghana 
Á MWI - Malawi 

 

East Asia (2) 
Á CHN - China 
Á JPN - Japan 

 
South And South-East Asia (6) 
Á BGD - Bangladesh 
Á IDN - Indonesia 
Á KHM - Cambodia 
Á MYS - Malaysia 
Á PHL - Philippines 
Á THA - Thailand 

 
Pacific (1) 
Á AUS - Australia 

 

                                                             
13 Countries are grouped by geographic regionsΦ Lƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ ά9ǳǊƻǇŜέ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΣ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¦ƴƛƻƴΦ 
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2.2 Re-routing of illegal plastic waste shipments and emerging illegal waste markets  

 

The preponderance of the Asian and the European markets 
 
A total of 257 transnational plastic waste trade routes involving 64 import countries and 57 export countries 
were reported to INTERPOL General Secretariat by the 40 countries who contributed to the data collection14. 
 
Map 3 provides a visual description of the very transnational nature of the trade in plastic waste, combining 
both intra-regional and trans-regional flows15.  
 
 

 
Map 3. The global plastic waste market emerging from INTERPOL data collection on legal and illegal trade routes 

Note: *This map includes both trans-regional and intra-regional waste movements with a minimum of 4 routes identified (except for 

intra-regional movements in North America: 3 routes were reported among the 3 countries). 

 
 
 

                                                             
14 One trade route is identified in this assessment when among countries contributions, country A has reported exports to country B, 

or country B has reported imports from country A (in this case, one single trade route is identified). Trade routes reported by countries 
included five main export and import routes, trade routes impacted by the market transformation since 2018, and trade routes used 

for illegal plastic waste shipment detected since January 2018. 
15 The reliability of these data was verified as the global market mapped in Map 3 is consistent with the known plastic waste trade (Map 
1). 
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Illegal shipments of plastic waste detected since January 2018 were reported on 52 of those 257 routes 
(20%), affecting every transregional markets and almost all intra-regional markets, with a higher 
concentration of illegal routes destined to Asia. Reported cases of illegal shipments pointed out that at least 
24 countries were affected by illegal imports of plastic waste and 17 by illegal exports. In particular, illegal 
shipments were detected on 40% of trade routes from Europe to Asia and a third of those from North America 
to Asia. Only 13% of intra-European trade routes were reported as subject to illegal shipments, however most 
of them were characterized by a growing trend. 
 
Two regions clearly stand out in this map, each of them playing a specific role in the global plastic waste market: 
¶ Asia appears to be the key regional importer in the global plastic waste market.  With 74% of all the 

transregional trade routes (95 out of 131) destined to Asia, mostly from Europe and North America, 
Asia is the epicentre of the global trade. It is also true for illegal trade, as 13 of the 24 countries 
identified as affected by illegal imports were Asian. 

¶ Europe appears to be the key regional exporter in the global plastic waste market. The majority (65%) 
of all reported exports originate from Europe16 and are destined to both its own dynamic intra-regional 
market and oversea markets, particularly through a large exporting movement towards Asia. 

 
North America is also an important region of export, especially towards Asia. Significant seizures of plastic 
waste containers illegally shipped to South-East Asia from North America - as highlighted in Case study 1, page 
30 ς seem to indicate that the North America-to-South-East Asia trade route is significant, and is substantially 
exploited for illegal shipments. However the scarcity of data with regard to illegal shipments from North 
America fails to provide a complete picture of this phenomenon. 
 
Each waste flow displayed in Map 3 comprises of several routes (country-to-country trade), further detailed in 
Map 4 for trans-regional waste flows and in Map 5 for intra-regional waste flows. 
 
 

                                                             
16 Those proportion do not refer to waste volumes ς as the collected data did not allow us to perform such analysis - but instead in 
percentage of routes involved. 
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Map 4. The trans-regional trade in plastic waste, converging towards Asia 

Note: Since waste flows with less than 4 routes are not displayed on the map, a few routes do not appear, such as those 
from Europe to Africa, from North to South America, and from Africa to Asia. 

 
 
Map 4 illustrates how Asia mostly imports from the European market, with as many as 15 different Asian 
destinations reported as importing from 14 European countries. Imports into Asia also came from all other 
regions, with 8 Asian destinations importing plastic waste from North America (3 export countries); 6 from the 
region of Middle East and North Africa (MENA) (6 export countries); 4 from the Pacific (2 export countries); and 
2 from Africa (1 export country). 
 
 




































































