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within community networks and government, the demand for
plastic can be reduced and pave the way for a plastic-free future
while ensuring that the burdens of waste management are placed
on the plastics industry.

Plastic production is unsustainable. In the time it has taken
to research and write this article, devastating heatwaves have
hit the pacific northwest, billions of sea creatures have died,
and the ocean caught on fire due to oil and gas operations.'”?
Tropical storm Elsa broke a record this year when it became the
fifth named storm of the 2021 hurricane season.!'” Typically,
a fifth named storm would occur in late August.!” Fires are
consuming the pacific northwest and fire season continues to
extend later into the year.!”> The remnants of Hurricane Ida
caused deadly flooding in New York and New Jersey hundreds
of miles away from where it made landfall.'”® Climate change
is happening now and it will continue to get worse so long as
nations cling to fossil fuels. The Washington Post reported that
close to one in three Americans experience a weather related
disaster this summer.!”’

Plastic production is a major driver of greenhouse gas emis-
sions, and there must be a ban on non-essential plastic, and it
must happen soon.!”® In the meantime, even if plastic production
stops tomorrow, it is crucial that the plastic that is already out in
the market is responsibly managed. Low-income and minority
populations cannot be asked to shoulder the burden of a problem
they did not create and from which they have never benefitted.
The plastic industry must be tied to the waste they are respon-
sible for generating through the adoption of federal stewardship
laws. Whether a federal stewardship law comes about directly
from petitioning Congress, going to court, or activism at the
community level, it is clear that nothing will happen unless the
public makes their concern and dissatisfaction known.

Climate change is an imminent threat to our health, as is
evidenced by the recent onslaught of lawsuits designed to hold
the fossil fuel industry accountable for the catastrophic harm
exploration and production of oil and gas has had on the envi-
ronment and human and non-human entities. The U.S. must
transition away from plastic like other fossil fuel-based prod-
ucts, but it must be done in an equitable fashion that allows for
a transition period.

ENDNOTES

Plastics are inherently unsustainable and a fundamentally
dangerous waste product that not only contributes to climate
change but disproportionately hurts marginalized groups within
the U.S.!7° Better waste management practices must be adopted,
but a first step might be to begin weaning ourselves from our
addiction to plastic. The goal is to reduce and eventually elimi-
nate plastic dependency; however, the inertia behind decades of
plastic use and waste generation will incur administrative costs
for the end-of-life management of plastic. By holding respon-
sible parties accountable for the waste they create, the nation can
shift responsibility to the entity best suited to handle the problem
(i.e., the plastics manufacturers). Getting a handle on waste
management means government will not only be shielding his-
torically discounted and politically marginalized communities,
it will also be a step toward securing an environmentally just
future where the health, safety, and environmental well-being of
all communities are worthy of protection.

Implementation of stewardship laws at the federal level
would have numerous benefits, including reducing emissions
from incineration, slowing landfills from reaching capacity,
creating a market for stewardship planning positions within
industries (i.e., creating long term green jobs), and protecting
the environment from the need to create more landfills to take
waste (not to mention saving the taxpayer and government the
financial burden of financing and managing more MSW sites).

Waste management is a multifaceted and ongoing chal-
lenge. It will require significant planning, stakeholder involve-
ment, and building trusted relationships between government
and industry, but it is possible. Stewardship laws are not just an
environmental imperative; they are a moral imperative. It is a
duty the nation owes to future generations, shielding them from
waste management burdens that they were not responsible for
but will inevitably be forced to address. By creating regulations
that require plastic producers to take back and be responsible for
managing the waste they create, law makers would be protecting
the most vulnerable communities in the country. If the plastics
industry were responsible for taking back their waste, it might
discourage them from producing more since it would be an
added expense; furthermore, recycled low quality plastic is not
a highly desirable commodity. Without the teeth of comprehen-
sive federal legal frameworks, industry alone cannot be trusted
to reclaim their harmful products.
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