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Business-as-Usual: 
an untenable trajectory 

Systemic change can reduce ocean plastic pollution by 80% by 2040

We developed perhaps the most comprehensive plastic 
system modelling tool to create a global analysis that 
evaluates various strategies to reduce ocean plastic flows 
and quantifies the associated economic, environmental, 
and social implications of each pathway.

For more information, visit systemiq.earth/breakingtheplasticwave or pewtrusts.org/breakingtheplasticwave.

Without action, the annual flow of 
plastic into the ocean will nearly triple 
by 2040, to 29 million metric tons per 
year. Current government and industry 
commitments are likely to reduce this 
figure by only 7 per cent.

   

 Breaking the 
 Plastic Wave 

The time to act is now 

A Comprehensive Assessment 
of Pathways Towards Stopping 
Ocean Plastic Pollution

Industry and governments have the solutions today to reduce plastic pollution into 
ecosystems by about 80 per cent below projected Business-as-Usual levels by 2040 while 
also delivering on social, economic, and environmental objectives. Achieving this requires 
applying all system interventions concurrently, ambitiously, and starting immediately.
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The innovation gap: 
near-zero leakage 
needs significant 
innovation

It is not the lack of technical solutions that is 
preventing us from addressing plastic pollution, but 
rather inadequate regulatory frameworks, business 
models, and funding mechanisms. The time is now: 
If we want to significantly reduce plastic leakage, 
we have the solutions at our fingertips.

MULTIPLE CO-BENEFITS RELATIVE  
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OF PLASTIC LEAKAGE INTO 
THE OCEAN IN 2040
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US$100B

29 MILLION METRIC TONS

SAVING FOR GOVERNMENTS

This “wedges” figure shows the share of treatment options for the plastic that enters the system over time under the System Change Scenario. Any plastic that enters the system has 
a single fate, or a single “wedge.” The numbers include macroplastic and microplastic.

Fate of plastic under systemic change: a ‘wedges’ analysis
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Reduce:
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Recycle:
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Dispose:
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44 (10%)

There is a credible path to significantly reduce plastic leakage to the ocean but only if all 
solutions are implemented concurrently, ambitiously, and starting immediately

This “wedges” figure shows the share of treatment options for the plastic that enters the system over time under the System Change Scenario. 

Any plastic that enters the system has a single fate, or a single “wedge.” The numbers include macroplastic and microplastic.
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Figure 5: Plastic fate in the System Change Scenario: a ‘wedges’ analysis 
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