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“PLASTIC POLLUTION: Global Challenge!”

by
Dr. Win Win Mar,
Assistant Director, Pollution Control & Environmental Quality
Standard Division, Environmental Conservation Department

The world plastic production is increasing and 10% of all of the waste we generate is coming
from plastic. One third of all plastic waste ends up in soils or freshwater. 50% of the plastic is single-use or
disposable in which plastic water bottles and plastic bags are quite common. Worldwide annual use of
plastic bags is 500 billion tons and at least 8 million tons of plastic end up in the oceans which is equivalent of
a full garbage truck every minutes. It is also destroying our beaches and oceans. Weathering degradation of
plastics on the beaches results in their surface embrittlement and microcracking, yielding microparticles (size
of smaller than 5 mm in diameter) and these break down further into nanoparticles (less than 0.1 pum in
diameter size). These very fine particles are dispersed into water by wind or wave action. Since the mass
production of plastics began in the 1940s, microplastic contamination of the marine environment has been a
growing problem. Unlike inorganic fines present in sea water, micro- and nano- plastics particulates absorb
and concentrate persistent organic pollutants (POPs) by partition. The POPs-laden particles are potentially
ingestible by marine organisms. It is important to better understand the impact of microplastics in the ocean
food chain.

Very little of the plastic we discard every day is recycled or incinerated in waste-to-energy facilities.
Much of it ends up in landfills, where it may take up to 1,000 years to decompose, leaching potentially toxic
substances into the soil and water. The impact of terrestrial microplastic pollution in soil, sediments and
freshwater could have a long-term negative effect on such ecosystems. Sewage sludge disposal to the fields
as fertilizers affects the health and functions of'soil. Chlorinated plastic can release harmful chemicals into the
surrounding soil, which can then seep into ground water or surrounding water sources, and also the ecosys-
tem. Consequently, this can cause a range of potentially toxic effects on the species that drink water. Accord-
ing to the research, the terrestrial microplastic pollution is about four to 23 times higher than marine microplastic
pollution, depending on the environment.

According to UNEP, the UK, Israel, India and some other countries have taken initiatives to reduce
plastic pollution. The UK launched its action with 5 steps to tackle plastic pollution. The UK”s recent actions
include banning on plastic beads, phasing out the use of non-biodegradable drinking plastic straws in several
chain restaurants, banning on straws and on the sale and manufacture of plastic cotton buds, eliminating
plastic packaging in several supermarket chains and finally, phasing out the use of disposable plastic at royal
estates and introducing biodegradable takeaway containers in Buckingham Palace. As Israel has introduced
a law that requires supermarkets to charge customers a minimum of USD 0.03 per plastic bag, it achieved to
reduce the use of plastic bags by 80 % in less than one year. Israel”’s supermarkets require to display the cost
of the bags on the customers” bills. The funds generated from bags sales are used to support air pollution
reduction projects, support manufacturers to adjust their operations and comply with legislation, and raise
awareness about the law. India has also planned to implement a ban on non-reusable plastics, including
single-use plastic bags, disposable containers and utensils, banners and flex bags.

On October 2009, the Yangon City Development Committee (YCDC), Myanmar officially announced
to ban business from manufacturing, importing, trading or distributing high-density polyethylene (HDPE)
plastic bags for environmental reasons on April 22,2011, Two years after Mandalay city’s achievement to
prohibit polythene bags, the authorities in Yangon also attempted not to allow the production, storage and
sales of non-biodegradable waste such as polythene bags and ropes . Due to the government’s weak
enforcement for sustainable banning, the plastic culture still remains and returns popularity nationwide. There-
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fore, Myanmar had conducted a numbers of important initiatives to raise awareness of the importance of
saving the world from plastic pollution and man-made waste as one of its national environmental priorities.
For instance, a community of food and beverage services in Yangon launched a campaign called “Straws
Suck” for no longer to serve their customers single-use plastic straws, making a great interest of many others
to do so. The activity has been started since 2017 and a group of restaurants and bars such as Nourish café,
Gekko Restaurant, Parami Pizza, 50th Street Cafe Restaurant Bar, Locale cafe, Spouts Salad, Union Bar
and Grill, the Strand Hotel, Savoy Hotel, Rose Garden Hotel and etc., have been actively participating in this
event. Most of them are offering reusable and biodegradable straws as alternative solutions. Currently, in
order to highlight the impact of plastic waste on rivers and oceans, an art studio and gallery wired on 39 is
collaborating with a group called “Beat Plastic Pollution in Myanmar™ for an art installation by collecting
plastic bags and bottles. This installation is intended for World Environment Day, aiming at public awareness
raising about the problems of using single-use plastic products.

Myanmar has been in progress of formulating the National Waste Management Strategy and Action
Plan (2017-2030) with “Sustainable, Green, Clean and Healthy Environment towards a Brighter Future for
Myanmar” as its vision. The Environmental Conservation Department (ECD) under the Ministry of Natural
Resources and Environmental Conservation (MONREC) has been conducting this formulation process in
cooperation with other relevant local and international stakeholders for sustainable waste managements,
including all kinds of solid and liquid wastes- hazardous waste, electronic waste, plastic waste, industrial
waste, etc. From the implementation of the National Waste Management Strategy and Master Plan (2017-
2030), the country expects to reach the following six strategic goals;

» Goal A: Extending Sound Waste Collection and Eliminate Uncontrolled Disposal and Open Burning

» Goal B: Extending Sustainable and Environmentally Sound Management of Industrial and Other
Hazardous Waste

» Goal C: Reduce Waste through 3Rs (reduce, reuse and recycle)

» Goal D: Ensure Sustainable Finance Mechanisms

» Goal E: Awareness Raising, Advocacy and Capacity Building

» Goal F: Compliance, Monitoring and Enforcement

Some key targets and propose activities to be implemented are specified in this the National Waste
Management Strategy and Master Plan for Myanmar. People who are involving the formulation and imple-
mentation work are making strong effort to achieve the abovementioned outputs.

In order to raise awareness of people on plastic pollution and environmental conservation and to get
people more practices, the Yangon Region Government is recently taking steps to conduct waste manage-
ment practices in cooperation with international organizations and stakeholders for a community awareness
campaign and practices. According to the Yangon Region Chief Minister, the plastic waste management
services for recycle, recovery and reuse are being implemented in Yangon city. He also mentions the huge
negative impact of plastic waste on the environment and important needs of substitute for the people.

As Global activities, on 19 February 2018, the UN Environment Programme (UNEP) announced
that the theme for the 2018 World Environment Day will be “Beat Plastic Pollution”. The theme aims at the
world to come together to combat single-use plastic pollution. It urges governments, industries, communities
and individuals to explore sustainable alternatives and to urgently reduce the production and excessive use of
single-use plastic polluting oceans, damaging marine life and threatening health. These actions will particularly
support progress not only on the Sustainable Development Goal target SDG 14.1 with also SDG 12.4.
SDG14.1 aims to prevent and significantly reduce marine pollution of all kinds, including marine debris and
nutrient pollution through land-based activities. SDG12.4 targets on reducing waste generation and encour-
aging sustainable practices.

Finally, Yangon Region Chief Minister points out the sense of taking responsibilities of all citizens to

keep our environment clean and green. The plastic solid waste
generated from human activities are threatening to air, soil and I m&nns‘p - 03 3.1 >
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Myanmar has tropical monsoon weather with three distinct seasons: hot, rainy and cool seasons.
Rainfall is influenced by monsoons, cool seasons, and also by the locality. Annual rainfall of the coastal
regions is about 5,000mm while the central dry zone areas have less than 750mm. Myanmar has a temperature
from 10°C to 32°C With an average mean value 21°C in the northern low lands, sometimes dropping to-1"C
or 0°C in the high lands and 32°C in the coastal area. During the hot seasons, temperature sometimes reaches
40°C and over in central dry zone areas. Myanmar is situated under the high potential hazard levels. Cyclone
and strong winds, flood and storm surge, intense rain, extreme day temperature, drought, and sea level rise
are the six natural hazards indentified in Myanmar. Agriculture, Public Health, Water Resources, Forestry,
Biodiversity and Coastal Zone Sectors are the most vulnerable areas to climate change in Myanmar.

Myanmar, a tropical coastal country, with north-south running mountain ranges and river systems is
endowed with water resources mainly due to southwest monsoon. It is rich in biodiversity due to natural
extensive coverage of rain forest, long coastal and marine resources, fertile river valleys and deltaic plain. The
climate is generally favorable for various agricultural practices, forest products and fishery industries which
support the livelihood of the majority of population. Extreme climates disturb livelihood and national
sustainable development. Cyclone usually crossed Rakhine coast of Myanmar once in three years. Floods
and droughts in certain areas are annual occurrence of the country. The Landfall of Cyclone “Nargis™ in 2008
over Delta area of Ayeyawady Region and Yangon has proven that Myanmar is vulnerable to cyclone in the
Bay of Bengal though it is a very unusual in the cyclone history of Myanmar. With the global warming, current
knowledge of climate change scenarios includes increasing frequency of cyclone, intense rain, flood, drought,
extreme temperature and sea level rise. According to vulnerability and adaptation (V&A) working group; in
the vulnerability assessment, six potential climate change impacts such as tropical storm/strong wind, flood/
storm surge, intense rain, extreme day temperature, drought and sea level rise are selected. The climate
change impacts are applied to three selected vulnerability indicators from water resources sector, agricultural
sector and biodiversity sector. The highest sector score is shown at public health sector which is consecutively
followed by sectors of biodiversity, water resources, forestry, coastal zone and agriculture.

In agriculture sector, maximum score is (1.6)in Ayeyawady Region followed by Bago, Sagaing,
Mandalay and Magway Regions. It is minimum (0.2)in Chin State. Current climate change and possible
climate in near future may be disseminated timely and effectively to the key socioeconomic sectors and
different stakeholders including public, through the different available media with special emphasis to the
targeted region. In Myanmar, rice is staple food and its economy mainly depends on rice production for
domestic consumption and export. Rice grows well in all regions of the country, and 20-30% is irrigated and
the rest are under rain-fed condition. According to its cropping patterns and agro-ecological regions, rice
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varieties used and the agronomic management practices such as water and nutrient management considerably
vary among the different regions of Myanmar. Rice is mostly grown in flooded fields under anaerobic conditions
and it has been recognized that significant amounts of CH, are released to the atmosphere and consequently
contributing to global warming more than any other crops.

Food security is one of the highest priority issues for Myanmar. The UNDP, Human Development
Initiative (HDI) programme has demonstrated, more than 20 years life span, the potential strength of the
small farm sector in meeting future food needs if it has favorable policy environment and access to knowledge,
inputs and credit. HDI Programme Report stated that a comprehensive review of the agriculture sector
should be carried out at the earliest possible date, with special focus on cereal crops. This would provide
reliable and up to date data on the state of sector and would lead to the identification of opportunities for
improved analysis and action planning. Rural poverty in Myanmar is widespread and probably growing.
More than one-third of rural households are landless. Many small farmers find agriculture unproductive,
because of low yields and product prices, and a lack of adequate credit. These farmers are often forced into
increased debt or the sale of assets, including land. Many of the rural poor must supplement their incomes by
exploiting “free” natural resources: forests, fisheries and minerals. This contributes to serious environmental
degradation across the whole country. The situation of the poor is aggravated by rapid inflation. Myanmar
has experienced a heavy monsoon and serious flooding, which may lead to shortfalls in agricultural production,
higher food prices, and deterioration in the situation of vulnerable families.

Protection of the natural environment is essential for the future security of the agriculture, forestry,
water supply, fisheries and wildlife sectors in Myanmar. A comprehensive review of the environment sector is
required to determine the stresses on natural resources and the environment with special attention to the
relationship between soil erosion and forest and vegetative cover, in order to find ways and means of arresting
further degradation. Climate change is already affecting all four dimensions arresting further all four dimensions
of food security: food availability, food accessibility, food utilization and food systems stability. The impacts
are both short-term, through changing temperatures, sea level rise and precipitate risk of increased crop
failure, loss of livestock, and reduced availability of marine, aquaculture and forest products and new patterns
of pests and diseases outbreak. The effects of climate change are now evident worldwide. In developing
countries like Myanmar, the poor will be the hardest hit. Adaptation will cost tens of billions of kyats per
year, putting further pressure on already scarce resources.

Despite Myanmar’s plentiful natural resources, food production within the country is unable to meet
supply requirements for consistently safe and healthy food. Seventeen percent (nine million) of Myanmar’s
citizens live without dependable access to safe and nutritious food. If Myanmar’s food industry increases its
production, enforces its laws, and operates in a coordinated manner, not only the country will meet its own
nutritional needs but also it will grow into a food exporter to international markets. Currently, Myanmar does
not have the capacity to enforce laws, and consequently, food imports from other countries have a negative
impact on Myanmar’s food industry with large quantities of inferior products at low costs. Poor infrastructure
and restrictive market policies prevent the movement of food commodities from food surplus to food deficit
regions. At the household level, food insecurity arises from differences in the ability of households to access
sufficient food throughout the year. Food security and nutrition situations among households vary considerably
between and within states/regions and villages. These variations are the manifestion of complex relationship
between diverse cultures, livelihood sources, agriculture potential, Aqua culture (Fishery) and policies governing
markets and trade. The coordination and linkages between government, producers, and suppliers is necessary
for the sustained development of Myanmar’s food industry, and the development of a robust system that
accounts for possible contingencies for a country’s food security requires plans for water, land, climate,
agricultural pests and diseases , politics, corruption, population growth, homogeneity of food supply and
prices, the environment, and agro-business development. Myanmar’s export competitiveness and the earning
potential of its farmers are also hindered by poor capacity to comply with protocols. Much of the crops are
lost because they undelivered to market. Myanmar is not able to enforce and comply with ASEAN standards,
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and because of this, the country loses out in participating in the large regional markets. Poor post-harvest
storage facilities and transport infrastructure reduce the ability to efficiently transport agricultural goods to
market, while the markets themselves need to improve their capacities and infrastructure to effectively link
with consumers. Market information needs to be improved, so producers receive a fair price for their
products.

The overall legal framework for land use rights is antiquated, without a comprehensive policy on
land use management. Large-scale concessions continue to be controversial, with few effective checks and
balances incorporated into policy. Customary tenure is not accounted for, and despite the prospect of land
usage rights as collateral, land tenure security for small farmers is not secure. Fighting over water rights
interferes with efficient use of land resources.

Effective implementation of policies and laws are hampered by the low capacity of ministries and
regional and local level government entities. Other important factors limiting the impact of laws and policies
is a lack of effective inter-ministerial coordination that is often needed for successful implementation, and
mainstreaming of food security and rural development objectives in relevant laws and plans. The government
has weak coordination among various departments and ministries at the state and regional levels.

Like all other developing countries, especially LDCs, mitigating climate change and adapting to its
impacts is not easy task for Myanmar. Capacity-building is greatly needed in every level and in all aspects
of addressing climate change. Human, scientific, technical and institutional capacity must be developed and
strengthened. Capacity-building with respect to climate change is considered to be a process seeking to
build, develop, strengthen, enhance and improve existing scientific and technical skills, capabilities and
instructions to prevent, mitigate and adapt climate change and its impacts. It is therefore important to identify
an effective approach that can enhance and improve the capacity, capability and skills of the developing
countries for addressing climate change. In Myanmar, there are many departments and organizations under
each ministry. Therefore, each ministry can also make its own capacity-building needs assessment; identification
and formulation of priority capacity-building project; and mobilization of funds and other resources for
implementing the capacity-building projects. Human resources, institutions, policies and regulatory structures,
financial and investment instruments all need to be expanded and developed as new technologies are introduced.
In other words, climate change related capacity-building should be carried out on a continuous basis in order
to effectively address global warming and climate change threats.

water quality leading to serious health problems of the public. Therefore, individuals must preserve and
protect our natural environment as our national responsibility. As a saying “Many hands make light work™,
let's get together to fight against the plastic pollution and save our environment.
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1. Chalmers University of Technology.
“Organic food worse for the climate?” .ScienceDaily.
ScienceDaily, 13 December 2018. www.sciencedaily.
comreleases/2018/12/181213101308.htm.

2. “Organic food could be WORSE for the
environment! More land is used to grow crops which
emits up to 70%more carbon, study claims”.
Myawwaddy Daily News, 16 December 2018, Science
& International News, p-21,
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