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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Introduction 
 
In 2015Σ aŀƭŀǿƛ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƻǎŜ ŀ ōŀƴ ƻƴ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ōŀƎǎΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ 
concerns around the environmental damages caused by single-use plastics and joining a surge of policy 
instruments to deal with the issue in Africa.  However, this led to a backlash from the business community, 
who argued in court that the ban would lead to economic costs and job losses, following which Malawi 
stopped implementing the Environment Management (Plastics) Regulations of 2015 in accordance with a court 
order.  Meanwhile, the Malawian government has signed and committed to the new United Nations 
Environment Assembly resolution on addressing single-use plastic products pollution. The country is now 
reconsidering its policies on plastics.   
 
This paper summarises the case for banning single-use plastics in Malawi, based on available information from 
Malawi as well as research and experience from Africa and the rest of the world.  The authors argue that not 
only should Malawi reinstate its ban on plastic bags, but extend the ban to all single-use plastics. 
 
Why plastics are a concern 
 
From the 1950s to the 1970s only a small 
amount of plastic was produced, so plastic 
waste was relatively manageable. By the 
1990s, plastic waste generation had tripled 
in two decades. In the early 2000s plastics 
waste increased more in a single decade 
than it had in the previous 40 years. Today 
more than 300 million tonnes of plastic 
waste is produced every year. That is 
nearly equivalent to the weight of the 
entire human population.  Globally, the 
impacts of plastics on the environment are 
estimated to result in natural capital losses 
of $40 billion per year.  Marine ecosystem 
damages have been estimated to be in the 
order of US$13 billion per year.   
 
The problem is that plastic can take 
thousands of years to decompose and therefore persists in the environment. Relatively little is recycled, and 

79% ends up in landfills or the natural environment.  Astoundingly, 
47% of the plastic waste generated globally has only been used once.   
 
Plastic litter blocks drainage systems and leads to flooding as well as 
environmental pollution.  Left in the environment, plastics break 
down into fragments and ultimately into microscopic particles.  These 
microplastics are ingested by aquatic animals where they accumulate 
in the body tissues, and are ultimately consumed by humans.  Plastic 
debris washed into rivers, lakes, seas and oceans has entered every 
conceivable food chain, impacting on animal welfare, biodiversity, 
fishery production and the safety of aquatic foods, surface and 
groundwater for human consumption.  In addition, both the 
production and incineration of plastic contribute to emissions and 
climate change. The chemicals in plastics are not only toxic, but 
contain hormone-like compounds that can negatively affect human 
development.  The potential welfare impacts on future generations 
are almost inconceivable.   

 
Figure I: Growth in global plastics production 1950-2015.  Source: 
PlasticsEurope (2013, 2015), MacArthur Foundation (2017), Geyer et 
al. (2017). 

 
Figure II:  Plastics break down into tiny 
fragments and are ingested by aquatic 
animals. https://images.app.goo.gl/37V3KEX6xt7f8jqw8 
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Africa has not yet reached the plastic consumption rates of the developed world.  However, if substantial 
changes are not made now, waste pollution will increase by over 50% within the next 10 years, and Africa will 
ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ŦŀǎǘŜǎǘ-growing region for solid waste generation by 2050.  Given that most African countries 
already struggle to provide adequate waste disposal services, and that uncontrolled dumping is by far the most 
common waste disposal method, this is a looming environmental and human health disaster for the continent.   
 
The escalation of plastic production and waste in Africa is already taking its toll on people, especially the poor.  
Cities across Africa already experience frequent and severe flooding, often bringing production to a standstill 
and leading to casualties and epidemics.  This is a combined result of unplanned informal settlements, poor 
drainage systems, and poor waste management systems.  Given the role that plastic already plays in clogging 
drainage systems, it is not difficult to imagine how these problems will escalate with a doubling of plastic 
waste.  In Asia, cities such as Hanoi, Bangkok and Jakarta are spending millions of dollars to repair damage 
caused by drainage systems plugged by plastic debris.  African cities do not have the financial resources to deal 
with this.  In addition, there is increasing evidence of the negative impacts of plastic on fisheries and livestock, 
including in Malawi. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Where does Malawi stand? 
Malawi is a rapidly developing and urbanising country with a 
growing population. Incomes are rising and the nature of 
shopping is changing from street vendors and small businesses 
to supermarket chains and department stores.  All of this 
translates into the potential for significant growth in demand 
for plastic. Consumer goods are increasingly being packaged and 
carried in plastic, most of this being single-use plastic.  Vendors 
use thin plastic bags, retail outlets increasingly use plastic 
packaging and bags, beverage companies have switched from 
glass to plastic, and due to water quality concerns, demand for 
bottled water is on the rise.  Malawians probably generate more 
than 0.20 kg of plastic waste per person per day. 
 
Plastic still makes up a relatively small proportion of the solid 
waste that is generated in Malawi, estimated to range from 
about 8% in low income areas, to about 30% in high income 
areas.  However, Malawians are producing more waste per 
capita than sub-Saharan counterparts, and waste management 
systems and public awareness are inadequate to cope with 
waste in general.  The four largest cities in Malawi together 
generate over 1000 tonnes in solid waste per day.  Wealthier 
households generate more than double the waste of poor 
households.  Moreover, the plastic component of waste 
increases to 30% in more affluent areas.   
 

Figure III: Flooding in Lilongwe and in other cities in Malawi are likely to increase in frequency and intensity as plastic 
waste clogs drainage systems. https://images.app.goo.gl/rK8rHkhbvnDVW84T7; https://images.app.goo.gl/y2eYahwXZhR17t9R8 

 

 
 
Figure IV: Thin blue plastic bags and plastic 
water bottles end up as litter and are a 
growing concern in Malawi.  
https://images.app.goo.gl/QBLTNnekkB43YJwn7; 
https://images.app.goo.gl/6BxCeS9rBicSozjV9 
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Waste collection rates are about 42%, and only about 4% of waste is recycled by municipalities.  The gaps in 
capacity have stimulated private waste collection and community initiatives.  Nevertheless, more than 280 000 
tonnes of solid waste remains uncollected in urban areas each year.  Given that plastic already makes up about 
10% of waste, at least 28 000 tonnes of plastic waste enters the environment each year.   
 
aŀƭŀǿƛΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎǎ ƛǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƳƻŘŜǎǘ ōǳǘ ƛǎ ŜǎŎŀƭŀǘƛƴƎ ǊŀǇƛŘƭȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 
consumerism.  It will be a lot less costly to the economy, jobs and livelihoods to turn the problem around now 
than to deal with the consequences later.  This may require the implementation of unpopular environmental 
policies as a vital step in securing the health and wellbeing of this generation of young Malawians as well as 
their progeny. 
 
The counter argument to addressing this issue is damage to businesses and loss of jobs. Malawi is a low-
income country in which development opportunities are valued. Plastics and packaging make up 29% of the 
exports of the manufacturing industry. The 15 plastic manufacturing companies currently in operation in 
Malawi produce an estimated 75 000 tonnes of plastic per year, of which some 80% is reportedly single-use 
plastic. The industry claims that 5000 jobs could be lost if plastic bags less than 60 microns thick are banned.  
However, the costs of plastic pollution for municipalities, fisheries, agriculture, tourism and human health are 
likely to be higher than the costs of a ban, especially when the likely adaptive response and regional trends are 
taken into account.   
 
Eliminating disposable single-use plastics will stimulate the market for more durable alternatives, such as re-
useable bags and glass bottles, creating new job opportunities.  This has been observed in other countries 
regulations and incentives have 
reduced single-use plastic 
usage.  Small business 
opportunities can be fostered 
and can potentially be of 
greater value to the poor.  
Moreover, as plastic reduction 
policies take hold across the 
continent, this also brings the 
ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ Ǿƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ aŀƭŀǿƛΩǎ 
plastic exports into question. 
 
What is the solution? 
 
Recycling can help to ameliorate plastic waste problems, but it is not the silver bullet.  International consensus 
has moved from reliance on recycling to minimising the use of plastics.  One after another, countries are 
implementing policies to reduce the production and use of plastic products.  These range from taxes and 
charges to discourage production, to outright bans, or a combination of the two.  So far, 26 African countries 
have introduced bans on plastic, more than half of these since 2014, and the most recent being neighbouring 
Tanzania in April 2019.  Since 2014, more than 150 municipalities in the United States have implemented 
plastic bag bans or levies.  In March 2019 the European Parliament approved a law banning a wide-range of 
single-use plastic items by 2021 and also agreed to collect and recycle 90% of beverage bottles by 2029.  In 
response to consumer demand, retail businesses are also increasingly introducing policies to reduce plastic 
packaging. 
 
Rwanda provides an excellent example.  The 
production, use, importation and sale of all 
polyethylene bags was banned in 2008, and 
vigorously enforced. The country also 
introduced a monthly community service day 
and has used this to involve its population in 
regular clean ups.  The country is now the 
cleanest in Africa. In January 2019, Rwanda 
drafted a law seeking to extend this ban to all 
single-use plastics, including plastic water 

 
Figure VI:  Eliminating single-use plastics creates a need for durable, eco-friendly 
alternatives  

 

 
Figure V: The streets of Kigali, Rwanda are entirely free of 
litter. https://images.app.goo.gl/hLNTcrNkPYFurQMX7 
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bottles, disposables straws, plates, spoons and tumblers.  This is strong evidence of the net economic success 
of its policies. 
 
Although single-use plastics are particularly difficult to justify and can be dealt with relatively swiftly, it needs 
to be recognised that all plastics have environmental impacts. Ultimately there will be a need to find suitable 
alternatives for plastic in general. 
 
Conclusions and recommendations 
 
Malawi is still in the relatively early days of transition into reliance on plastic compared with higher income 
countries.  Nevertheless, the quantities of plastic entering the environment in this densely populated country 
are very high.  In conjunction with poor waste management systems that will continue to be challenged by 
resource shortages and informal settlements, the prospect of plastic waste reaching projected future levels 
bears serious and urgent consideration.  Based on experiences in Africa and the rest of the world, inaction is 
likely to result in more frequent and serious urban flooding, costs to fisheries and tourism, and human health 
problems, as well as contributing to global climate change.  Malawi has the opportunity to act timeously 
before the use of and dependence on single-use plastic becomes more entrenched.  As a low income country, 
it cannot afford to deal with the consequences of a plastic problem that spirals out of control.  
 
Based on international experience, an outright ban 
appears to be the most effective solution for 
dealing with single-use plastics, and one that can 
most successfully be used to stimulate alternative 
economic production and responsible tourism.  
Given global trends, Malawi will also be well placed 
to extend its ban from bags to all single-use 
plastics.  To be really effective, a ban will need to 
be supported by a range of measures, including 
strong sanctions, monitoring, and enforcement.  
Advocacy and awareness campaigns that engage 
both the public consciousness and other 
stakeholders such as policy makers and the private 
sector have proven effective to inspire pro-
environmental attitudes and action that result in 
behavioural, social and institutional change. 
Increasingly such bans can also be used in the 
marketing of responsible tourism, and provide 
opportunities for both private sector and 
community groups to diversify and meet a new 
demand for sustainable alternatives.   
 

Thus, in summary, the following key recommendations are made: 

 

1. The ban on plastic bags should be upheld and extended to include all single-use plastic. 

2. The ban should be supported by advocacy, public education and strict enforcement.  

3. Subsidies or other forms of assistance should be provided to stimulate recycling and the 

development of alternatives to plastic packaging, where necessary   

4. Introduce pollution taxes on the production and use of other plastics and use the 

revenues towards improved waste management.   

5. Increase efforts to monitor the production, consumption of plastic and the 

management of plastic and other solid waste, and its impacts  

 

  

 
Figure VI: Measures identified as being key to addressing 
plastic pollution in Malawi. Source: authors. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

1.1 Project b ackground  

Concerns around the impact of plastic use on the ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ and human wellbeing 

have been growing rapidly over the past few years.  The impacts are of particular concern in 

developing countries where populations are increasing rapidly and waste generation is rising 

but where waste collection systems are weak, waste disposal is often uncontrolled and 

recycling is limited.  This has stimulated a surge in the number of policies and economic 

measures implemented by governments in order to reduce the production and use of 

plastics, in particular, single-use plastics.   

 

In Malawi, where solid waste management is already a significant challenge, increasing 

plastic consumption has already started to take its toll on the environment and the 

economy.  Recognising this, the Government of Malawi, through the Ministry of Natural 

Resources, Energy and Mining, banned the manufacture, importation, distribution and use 

of plastics thinner than 60 microns in 2015 (see Appendix 1).  The aim of the ban was to 

reduce and control the indiscriminate use and disposal of thin plastics, in particular thin 

plastic bags, and to encourage the use of alternative environmentally friendly products such 

as paper, hessian, cloth or sisal bags, palm baskets or thicker and biodegradable plastics.   

 

However, in 2016, the Plastics Manufacturers Association applied to the High Court for a 

Stay Order restraining Government from implementing the ban, and requesting a judicial 

review of two decisions made by Government: (1) to close down the applicantsΩ factories 

and impose fines on them and their distributors/customers for manufacturing/selling thin 

plastics of less than 60 microns in contravention to the Environment Management (Plastics) 

Regulations of 2015 without affording them a right to be heard, and (2) to adopt, implement 

and enforce the Plastics Regulations without due regard to relevant factors such as 

hardships that Plastic Manufacturers would suffer and similar regulations in the South 

African Development Community region and beyond. The Stay Order was granted, but the 

judicial review proceedings were dismissed and the Court allowed Government to resume 

implementation of the Plastics Regulations. However, the Plastics Manufacturers Association 

have since appealed the Decision of the High Court and the matter has been referred to the 

Supreme Court of Appeals.  These recent developments are described in more detail in 

Appendix 1. 

 

The Government of Malawi therefore wishes to gain a better understanding of the potential 

social, economic and environmental impacts of banning plastic in order to guide further 

policy decisions that may need to be made about plastics.  Meanwhile, global initiatives to 

address plastics pollution have been increasing apace, including negotiations on the 

development of an international agreement banning the use of plastics. In March 2019, the 

Malawian government signed and committed to the new United Nations Environment 

Assembly resolution on addressing single-use plastic products pollution.  
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This study was based on a review of the literature and interviews with stakeholders in 

government and industry (Appendix 1).  It provides a preliminary assessment of plastic 

pollution in Malawi and provides a case for banning single-use plastics in Malawi.  Since 

there has been no previous monitoring of the production, import, use and disposal of plastic 

bags in Malawi, the study has made use of information gleaned from the international 

literature, government sources, case studies and interviews with government, communities 

and the private sector.  Based on the findings, the authors argue that not only should Malawi 

reinstate its ban on plastic bags, but extend the ban to all single-use plastics. 

 

1.2 Aim of the study  

The aim of this study is to provide a preliminary assessment of plastic pollution and the ban 

on thin plastic bags in Malawi and advise on a way forward based on a review of available 

information and information gathering through semi-structured interviews with government 

and stakeholders, and local and international experience. 

 

1.3 Structure of report  

The study starts with a review of why plastics are a concern by considering the rise in 

plastics, the state of solid waste management and the costs and consequences of plastic 

pollution. We start each section with an overview of global or international studies and then 

discuss the situation or likely implications for Malawi.  We then provide an overview of 

policy instruments, and regional and international experience of banning plastic bags.  

Following this, a discussion of the possible risks of banning single-use plastics in Malawi is 

presented.  Finally, the report concludes by discussing the way in which people and the 

economy are likely to adapt to the plastic bag ban and elaborates on ways that government 

can help this process through public awareness, stimulating alternative industries and other 

measures. 

 

1.4 Target audience  

This report is designed to initiate a deeper understanding into the potential social, economic 

and environmental impacts of plastic pollution in Malawi and the impacts of banning thin 

plastics with the intention of providing ways in which people and the economy are likely to 

adapt to a ban on plastics and ways in which government and business can help this process 

in both the short- and long-term.  The report is thus aimed at government policy makers and 

industry, but is also of importance to other stakeholders such as the retail sector, 

consumers, manufacturers, environmental groups and civil society.  
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2 WHY PLASTICS ARE A CONCERN 

2.1 Plastic waste generation is growing exponentially  

Plastics are increasingly used across the economy.  Since their 

commercial development in the 1950s and thanks to their low 

cost, light weight, versatility, durability and hygiene benefits they 

have brought significant economic benefits to the packaging, 

construction, manufacturing, transportation, healthcare and 

electronics sectors (Jambeck et al. 2015, MacArthur Foundation 

2017, UNEP 2018a).  This wide demand for the material has led to 

the resulting rapid global growth in plastics production over the 

past few decades.   Indeed, plastic production increased by twenty-five fold between 1964 

and 2015 from 15 to 381 million tonnes (Mt, Figure 2.1; PlasticsEurope 2013, 2015, Geyer et 

al. 2017).  This equates to a 

compound annual growth rate of 

8.4% which is roughly 2.5 times 

that of the global gross domestic 

product during the same period 

(Geyer et al. 2017).  The cumulative 

amount of plastic resins and fibres 

manufactured from 1950 to 2015 is 

about 7800 Mt, half of which was 

produced in the past 13 years 

(Geyer et al. 2017).  Without 

action, production can be expected 

to double again in the next 20 years 

and almost quadruple by 2050 

(MacArthur Foundation 2017).   

 

Most of this plastic is packaging (Figure 2.2), the growth in 

which was accelerated by a global shift from reusable to 

single-use packaging, including grocery bags, food packaging, 

bottles, straws, containers, cups and cutlery (Geyer et al. 2017, 

UNEP 2018a).  

Much of this is 

thrown away 

after only a 

single use, with the result that packaging 

accounts for 47% of all the plastic waste in the 

world (UNEP 2018a, Geyer et al. 2017).  China 

is the largest worldwide generator of plastic 

packaging waste, while the USA, Japan and 

Single-use plastic 
packaging 
accounts for 47% 
of global plastic 
waste  

Global plastic 
production could 
double in the next 
20 years and 
quadruple by 2050 

 

Figure 2.1.  Growth in global plastics production 1950-
2015. Source: PlasticsEurope (2013, 2015), MacArthur 
Foundation (2017), Geyer et al. (2017).  

 

Figure 2.2.  Global plastic production by 
industrial sector. Source: Geyer et al. (2017) 
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European Union are the largest producers of plastic packaging waste per capita (Geyer et al. 

2017, UNEP 2018a).  

 

Malawi is no exception to these trends.  Estimates of total waste 

generated in Malawi in 2012 range from 1151 to 1655 tonnes 

per day (420 000 ς 600 000 tonnes per year; Hoornweg & 

Bhada-Tata 2012, Scarlat et al. 2015).  Most of this is from the 

four largest cities. In 2014, these cities were estimated to be 

jointly generating over 1000 tonnes per day in solid waste 

(Figure 2.3, NCST 2014).  Estimates for Lilongwe alone range 

from 250 to 482 tonnes per day, and for Blantyre range from 

275 to 820 tonnes per year (Barre 2014, NCST 2014, 100 Climate Solutions Project Campaign 

2016).  Taking population growth into account, the countryΩǎ ǿŀǎǘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ 

in the range of 530 000 to 750 000 tonnes in 2019.  Three-quarters of this comes from 

households (Figure 2.3). 

 

 

Figure 2.3.  (a) Total waste generation for the four main cities in Malawi (tonnes per day); (b) the 
proportion of the total generated by each sector. Source: NCST (2014).  

 

 

While plastic makes up a relatively small proportion of solid waste compared with the global 

average, this is fast changing, particularly in the more affluent areas of cities.  One study 

estimates that 81% of the solid waste is organic, 10% plastic, 6% is paper, 1% metal and 1% 

is glass (100 Climate Solutions Project Campaign 2016), and in Lilongwe it has been 

estimated that 68% of solid waste by mass is organic matter, followed by soil, ash, stone and 

debris (9%), plastics (8.5%), paper and cardboard (8.1%), textiles (2.2%), metals (1.7%), glass 

(1.4%), wood, charcoal and rubber (0.6%) and e-waste 

(0.3%; NCST 2016).   

 

However, both waste production and the plastic component 

of waste increase with increasing wealth in Malawi. In the 

main urban areas waste generation was found to range 

from 0.20 kg/capita/day for low income households to 0.51 

kg/capita/day for high income households (NCST 2014, 

Error! Reference source not found.).  In Blantyre, plastic 

The four largest 
cities in Malawi 
together generate 
over 1000 tonnes of 
solid waste per day 

Households in high 
income areas generate 
more than 7 times the 
plastic waste of those in 
low income areas 
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waste in 2011 increased from 8% of total waste in low income areas to 30% in high income 

areas (Barre 2014).     

 

Increasing plastic waste production in Malawi is associated with a shift towards more formal 

shopping where large consumer markets for plastic goods and plastic packaging are being 

created.  Because single-use plastics are light weight, cheap, convenient and provide hygiene 

benefits there is increasing usage of these products by supermarkets and fast food outlets. 

Malawi has seen a boom in the amount of food packaging used 

in supermarkets. Where food products were previously sold 

loose, they are now packaged in plastic punnets and wrapped 

in thin plastics.  Other single-use plastics that have become 

more popular include polystyrene containers, plastic utensils, 

plastic bags and plastic beverage bottles.  Coupled with 

increases in population, the increasing demand for plastic will 

lead to exponentially increasing use of plastic in the absence of any intervention. 

 

Vendors, formal retailers, fast food restaurants, the beverage industry and tourists all make 

a significant contribution to plastic pollution: 

¶ Informal traders make extensive use of thin plastic bags to package their wares.  

¶ Growth in the establishment of supermarkets and fast food outlets has markedly 

increased the consumption of plastic carrier bags and other single-use plastic 

products.  

¶ The beverage industry has switched from using returnable glass bottles to plastic 

bottles, and  

¶ Tourists have become reliant on bottled water as it satisfies their need for convenient 

and clean water. 

 

2.2 Plastic waste does not go away 

Plastic waste does not decompose in the same way that organic 

material does.  Plastic bags take 10-20 years to decompose, 

containers, bottles, disposable nappies and cling film take 

hundreds of years to decompose, and containers made of 

ŜȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ ǇƻƭȅǎǘȅǊŜƴŜ ŦƻŀƳ όάǎǘȅǊƻŦƻŀƳέύ Ŏŀƴ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘǎ ƻǊ 

even millions of years to decompose. 

 

Globally, only about 12% of all plastic has been incinerated and 

9% has been recycled, so 79% of all the plastic waste produced 

(some 6300 Mt) has accumulated in landfills or in the natural 

environment since 1950 (Geyer et al. 2017).  Based on current 

trends, this will grow to 12 000 Mt by 2050 (Geyer et al. 2017).    

 

Estimates for plastic packaging are similar, with about 40% entering landfills and 32% leaking 

out of the collection system as litter and mismanaged waste (MacArthur Foundation 2017; 

Usage of single-use 
plastics could rise 
significantly 

79% ends up in 
landfills or the 
natural environment 

Plastic can take 
thousands of years to 
decompose 
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Figure 2.4).  Furthermore, plastics that do get recycled are usually recycled into lower-value 

applications that are not again recyclable after use.  The global recycling rates for both 

plastics and plastic packaging are far below the global recycling rates observed for paper 

(58%) and iron and steel (70-90%, MacArthur Foundation 2017).  Recycling rates in Africa are 

much lower than global averages. 

 

 

Figure 2.4.   Global flows of plastic packaging materials in 2013. Source: MacArthur Foundation and 
McKinsey & Company (2016, http://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/publications). 

 

 

Mismanaged plastic waste, defined as waste material that is 

either littered or inadequately disposed of through dumping 

and open, uncontrolled landfills, is of most concern.  Once 

littered (or leaked) it becomes costly to recover and due to its 

long decomposing time, it becomes a multigenerational 

problem (UNEP 2014, Jambeck et al. 2015).    

 

Plastic waste is a 
multigenerational 
problem 

http://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/publications
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2.3 Waste management is already a challenge  

African cities lack the resources to deal with their current, let 

alone exponentially increasing, waste burdens.  Waste 

collection rates in sub-Saharan Africa are very low in 

comparison to other regions, as a result of lower per capita 

GDP and lack of payment for services (Lall et al. 2017, White et 

al. 2017).  For example, only 35% and 45% of residents in 

Moshi, Tanzania and Nairobi, Kenya pay for waste management services, respectively (UNEP 

2018b).  Although solid-waste management is one of the biggest items in municipal budgets 

a cross sub-Saharan Africa, total waste collected in 2012 was only 44% of what was 

generated (Hoornweg & Bhada-Tata 2012, Scarlat et al. 2015).  Collection rates vary from as 

low 18% in Madagascar to over 80% in Ghana, Mauritius and Seychelles, and are about 

average in Malawi (42%, Scarlat et al. 2015).  Coverage and the frequency of servicing also 

vary.  Informal settlements, which account for an estimated 56% of the urban population in 

sub-Saharan Africa (UNEP 2018b), are poorly serviced.   

Furthermore, of the waste collected, some 47% ends up in 

uncontrolled dump sites.  This waste is left untreated, 

uncovered and unsegregated which has significant implications 

for environmental and human health (UNEP 2018b).  Only 29% 

makes its way into sanitary landfills.  The recycling rate is 

estimated to be only 4% (Hoornweg & Bhada-Tata 2012), 

compared to 30% in the OECD countries (UNEP 2018b).    

 

With a population growth rate of 3.55% (UNEP 2018b), 

projected urbanisation rates of 2.5-3.5% per annum (White et 

al. 2017) and increasing middle-class population (Deloitte 

2014), sub-Saharan AfrƛŎŀ ƛǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ 

fastest-growing region for solid waste generation by 2050 

(Hoornweg et al. 2013, 2015).  Average waste generation is set 

to increase by 33% from 0.64 to 0.85 kg per capita per day (0.5 

to 0.8 kg in Malawi), and total waste generation in sub-Saharan 

Africa is projected to more than double from 81 Mt per year in 

2012 to 172 Mt per year in 2025 (0.6 to 2 Mt in Malawi; Scarlat et al. 2015). 

 

Much of this is due to increasing demand for plastic. Consumer demand for plastic goods 

and plasti  c packaging is growing, with supermarkets replacing informal shops and markets 

in most African cities (Deloitte 2014, Jambeck et al. 2018).  In 2012, plastic made up 13% of 

solid waste in sub-Saharan Africa, with organic matter making up 57% (Hoornweg & Bhada-

Tata 2012).  However, this proportion will change as a result of increasing plastic packaging 

and paper waste (Hoornweg & Bhada-Tata 2012).  This will require new investments in 

waste management infrastructure and technology, which will further burden African 

municipalities.   

 

Waste generation in 
sub-Saharan Africa 
will more than double 
from 2012 to 2025 
and could triple in 
Malawi 

Only half of the 
waste collected is 
properly disposed of 

In sub-Saharan 
Africa, only 44% of 
waste is collected 
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Like most rapidly urbanising cities in Africa, cities in Malawi face exponentially increasing 

waste generation amidst limited fiscal and waste management resources.  Waste 

management policies, regulations and institutional frameworks do exist in Malawi.  City 

Councils are responsible for waste management within their city boundaries, and are 

governed by the following legislation: 

¶ The Public Health Act (34:01) of 1969 stipulates the duty of local authorities to keep 

administrative areas in a clean and sanitary condition; 

¶ The Environment Management Act Cap. 60:02 of the Laws of Malawi (Part II) and 

National Environment Policy of 2004 specify that that every person has a right to a 

clean and healthy environment and a duty to promote and maintain a clean 

environment in Malawi; 

¶ The Environment Management (Waste Management and Sanitation) Regulations, 

2008 specifically provide for waste management and sanitation; 

¶ The Local Government Act Cap. 22:01 of the Laws of Malawi includes specific legal 

provisions through the General Cleanliness and Solid Waste Management city By-

Laws; 

¶ The Physical Planning Act provides guidelines for the provision of waste 

management and sanitation services; and 

¶ The National Sanitation Policy of 2008 identifies the need to promote recycling of 

solid waste to protect the environment and create wealth. 

 

Despite the existence of these policies, regulations and 

frameworks, the management of solid waste in Malawian cities 

is a major problem.  Most towns and cities have inadequate 

waste management facilities, poor institutional frameworks, a 

lack of infrastructure and inadequate capacity and fiscal 

resources to manage and maintain existing infrastructure and 

equipment (NCST 2014). These problems have escalated with 

rapid urbanisation.  

 

Malawi is characterised by low waste collection rates and cities lack formal waste 

management systems.  This has serious implications for the amount of plastic waste that 

remains uncollected and ends up in landfill or the environment.  In 2012, the overall waste 

collection rate was estimated to be 42% in Malawi (Scarlat et al. 2015) which is slightly lower 

than the average for sub-Saharan Africa. None of the cities in 

Malawi have a conventional solid waste disposal facility and the 

waste that is collected is dumped in dumping sites situated on 

the periphery of the cities (Manda 2013).  Collection rates range 

from 14-30% in Lilongwe, 19-28% in Blantyre, 10-16% in Mzuzu 

and 8-14% in Zomba (Barre 2014, NCST 2014).  Based on these 

collection rates, it is estimated that between 280 000 and 320 

000 tonnes of solid waste remains uncollected each year in 

these four cities alone. Much of this uncollected waste is 

disposed of indiscriminately in open spaces, waterways and 

along roadsides.  The most common methods of disposal at 

Some 300 000 tonnes 
of annual solid waste 
production remains 
uncollected, which 
means about 30 000 
tonnes of plastic enters 
the environment per 
year 

In spite of legislation, 
aŀƭŀǿƛΩǎ waste 
management 
systems are 
inadequate  
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household level are burning, dumping in open space 

and burying (NCST 2016). Assuming that about 10% of 

all solid waste generated in Malawi is plastic, this 

equates to 28 000 ς 32 000 tonnes of mismanaged 

plastic waste entering the environment each year.  

 

City councils lack the budget to improve waste 

collection. There is a shortage of adequate equipment 

and fuel.  Waste skips are provided in areas of the city 

but are not regularly emptied due to a shortage of 

skip carriers, leading to overflowing waste along 

roadsides. In Lilongwe the number of waste collection 

vehicles has decreased from 13 vehicles in 1995 to 

just four vehicles in 20191. Furthermore, most of the 

informal settlements do not have access roads making 

waste collection impossible.  Most of the city councils 

own waste disposal sites that were originally 

commissioned as landfills but which are now managed 

as crude dumps.  Waste is not segregated and the 

dumps receive both hazardous and non-hazardous 

waste in the form of refuse, paper, e-waste, plastics, 

scrap metal, glass, and medical and industrial 

products.   

 

Furthermore, city 

councils lack the 

resources to 

implement public 

awareness campaigns 

on the importance of 

waste management and continue to struggle with 

indiscriminate littering and illegal dumping by residents.  During an interview with the 

Assistant Director of Waste Management in Lilongwe City it was recognised that not enough 

was being done in terms of civic education. Consequently, the department is currently 

working on raising funds for a public awareness campaign that they hope to implement in 

conjunction with their waste management implementation plan.  The City Council of 

.ƭŀƴǘȅǊŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ŀƴ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǿŜŜƪ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŜŀƴ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜǎ 

ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴέ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ǌŀƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƳƻƴǘƘǎ ƛƴ нлмт ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǎƛƴƎ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ 

on the role that they can play in keeping the city clean and taking care of their surrounding 

environment.  

 

                                                                 
 
 
 
1  Interview with Mr. Kamtokoma, Assistant Director of Waste Management in Lilongwe City, February 2019 

Figure 2.5. Thin blue plastic bags 
and plastic water bottles end up as 
litter and are a growing concern in 
Malawi.  
https://images.app.goo.gl/QBLTNnekkB43YJwn7; 
https://images.app.goo.gl/6BxCeS9rBicSozjV9; 
https://images.app.goo.gl/DPFu2B1U6gUSeqtaA 

 

Public awareness is 
lacking 
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2.4 Unmanaged plastic waste can have serious consequences 

The economic impacts associated with plastic pollution are 

significant, amounting to billions of dollars each year.  A report 

ōȅ ǘƘŜ ¦b 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ tǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά±ŀƭǳƛƴƎ tƭŀǎǘƛŎέ 

assessed the environmental and social impacts of plastic use 

within the consumer goods sector and expressed these impacts 

in monetary terms.  Impacts considered in the analysis 

included greenhouse gas emissions, water use, pollution from 

collecting and treating plastic waste, end-of-life impact of 

chemical additives in plastic leaching into the environment, 

loss of amenity caused by litter, costs of litter to marine industries and the ecological cost 

linked to the loss of species (UNEP 2014). Based on this, the total natural capital cost2 of 

plastics in the consumer goods sector was estimated to be US$75 billion per year, of which 

more than half (US$40 billion) is related to plastic packaging (UNEP 2014).  Broken down by 

sector, food companies are the largest contributor to the overall natural capital cost at 23%, 

followed by the soft drinks sector (12%) and the non-durable household goods sector (10%). 

These sectors rely heavily on plastic packaging which has high upstream impacts from the 

manufacturing of plastics for packaging and high downstream costs associated with litter 

from single-use plastics3.  Some of the environmental costs associated with plastic use and waste 

generation and their implications for Malawi are discussed in more detail below. 

 

 

 

Figure 2.6.  Plastic pollution comes at a great cost to society and the economy.  Source: authors. 

 

                                                                 
 
 
 
2  The natural capital cost is the financial cost to companies were they to internalise the impacts associated 

with their current practices. This was calculated by converting physical quantities of different types of 
environmental impacts into a monetary cost and adding them together (UNEP 2014).  

3  Upstream impacts are generated from the extraction of raw materials to the manufacturing of plastic 
feedstock (e.g. greenhouse gas emissions). Downstream refers to the impacts generated once the product 
has been discarded by the consumer (UNEP 2014).  

 

Plastics packaging in 
the consumer sector 
alone results in 
natural capital losses 
of $40 billion per 
year 






































































