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DESIGNING TREATY MEASURES THAT REDUCE
POLLUTION WITHOUT INCREASING CLIMATE OR

RESOURCE IMPACTS.

NEPSA Position on the Global
Plastics Treaty (2025)

As stated in the HELCOM Guidelines (2025), “EPS is
a valuable and sustainable material for the vast
majority of its applications. When EPS waste is
effectively collected and sorted it is easy to

integrate in the circular economy.”’

The UNEP plastic treaty negotiations (INC process)
have been described as one of the most challenging
environmental negotiations of our time. Plastic
pollution is real and urgent, but effective solutions
must be systemic, material-neutral, and evidence-
based. Policies that focus only on plastics in isolation
risk unintended consequences: substitution with
higher-impact materials, fragmented chemical

regulation, and inefficient waste systems.

NEPSA is committed to evidence-based solutions
that reduce plastic pollution while safeguarding the
benefits and circular potential of EPS. Materials with
a proven track record of circularity should be enabled

to further strengthen circular solutions under well-
designed extended producer responsibility (EPR)
schemes.

This document outlines the position of the Nordic
EPS Alliance (NEPSA) on the key provisions of the
draft global plastics treaty.
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NEPSA’s position can be
summarised in three core points:

e Plastics production must be aligned with
sustainable levels — but these can only be
defined through life-cycle comparisons with
alternatives, not plastic-only caps. Caps
without substitution analysis risk worsening
climate and resource impacts.

e EPS is demonstrably circular when systems
exist. UNEP’s Plastic Pollution Science report
recognises EPS transport packaging as recycled
“in practice and at scale.”? Science also shows
that EPS has a low leakage risk compared to its
production volumes and relative to other major
plastics. Scientific studies estimated that less
than 0.02% of EPS produced in the Baltic region
becomes marine litter, while others found EPS
emissions at just 0.037% the lowest among the
seven commodity polymers assessed.

o The treaty should strengthen circularity across
all materials. Chemicals must be regulated
material-neutral to avoid perverse substitution;
product phase-outs should be based on
necessity, available alternatives and LCA; waste
management and EPR should be
comprehensive across materials, with landfills
phased out where possible.

Expanded Polystyrene (EPS) is a lightweight foam plastic
(98% air) used in packaging and insulation, delivering
critical societal benefits such as protecting goods (from
fresh food to electronics) and saving energy in buildings.
Yet, because it is lightweight and visible, EPS has been
disproportionately scrutinised in the plastics debate.

Telefon: 3330 8630
CVR: 11488277 Side 1 af 7



NEPSA Position Paper:

NEPSA Position on the Global Plastics Treaty (2025)

Reducing Problematic Plastics:
Science-Based Criteria

As reported by UNEP’s Plastic Pollution Science note
to INC-4 (2024), EPS for transport packaging is among
the formats shown to be recycled in practice and at
scale in accordance with the criteria for Global
Recycling at scale and in Practice.” And according
research conducted by the Danish EPS Association
based on government and EPR data, the industry is
able to document at scale recycling in countries and
regions covering five continents and more than 4.2
billion people.

And while EPS is sometimes reported as a significant
contributor to Marine Litter, science tells another
story. A 2019 HELCOM survey of EPS/XPS in the Baltic
Sea found that the material accounted for app. 11%
of plastic beach litter items by count on Danish
beaches, but between 1-4% on beaches in the other
countries examined. And if is the assessment was
made by weight indication pointed to EPS being less
than 1%." Cross referencing with other sources EPS
litter would account for less than 0,5% of the marine
litter in the Baltic Sea.'¥ This is fully aligned with the
peer reviewed assessment of plastic waste in the
Great Pacific Garbage Patch, where foamed plastic

accounted for less than 0,5%."

A perhaps surprising result of the 2019 HELCOM
study, was that less than 0,02% of EPS manufactured
in the region would become marine litter." This
aligns well with Kawecki and Nowack, who found that
EPS had the lowest emission factor of seven
examined polymers as well as the lowest overall

emission. Vi

These findings are fully aligned with findings from
Litterbase, which summarises results from global
studies on marine litter. * Styofoam makes up less
than 3,6% of global marine litter (measured by item

1 According to IUCN (2020), an estimated 32,000 tonnes of
plastics enter the Baltic Sea each year, with packaging
among the dominant sources. However, foam plastics such
as EPS are not identified as a leading contributor, confirming

count, not weight) but does have a higher

representation in beach litter studies.

In various versions of the circulated treaty proposal
as well as in proposals by various member countries
it is urged that Parties reduce or phase out plastic
products that meet certain “problematic” criteria,
such as having high litter/leakage potential or being
not reusable or recyclable. To our knowledge all of
these proposals lack clear definitions of risk of

leakage or lack of recyclability.

NEPSA does not oppose addressing above issues, if
they are applied equally to all materials — and
assessment of risk is based on applications and
production volumes, rather than arbitrarily
concluding on litter risks based on media reporting.

NEPSA does support position that calls for
considering the necessity of the product, available
alternatives, and socio-economic impacts before
imposing bans. Bans and phase-outs should not be
conducted without consideration as to the impact of

substitutions.

NEPSA Position: NEPSA supports a science-based
approach to identifying problematic plastics,
ensuring that decisions are driven by data (e.g. actual
recyclability, risk, and necessity) rather than stigma.
In this regard, modern EPS packaging should not be
deemed “unrecyclable.” Independent analyses show
that EPS is technically and practically recyclable at
scale.

HELCOM'’s earlier finding that EPS leakage is comparatively
low when measured against production volumes. Comparing
HELCOM assessment of up to 100 tons vs. IUCN findings
leads to EPS amounting to less than 0.5%.

Telefon: 3330 8630
CVR: 11488277 Side 2 af 7

C/o Plastindustrien Vesterbrogade  www.nordiceps.org
1E, 3. Mail: info@eps-airpop.dk
1620 Kpbenhavn V



NEPSA Position Paper:

NEPSA Position on the Global Plastics Treaty (2025)

Based on review of scientific
studies, EPS has a low risk of
leaking into the environment
and has a low contribution to
global marine litter based on

weight.?

As already mentioned, EPS transport packaging is
one of the few plastic packaging formats considered
recycled at scale and in practice, by the UNEP Science
Document.

Several countries have even achieved EPS recycling
rates above 50%, such as Austria, Denmark, the
Netherlands, Belgium and Ireland, with Norway and
Portugal approaching 90% (largely due to efficient
fish-box collection systems)*.

These examples confirm that with appropriate
collection and recycling infrastructure, EPS can be
kept in a circular loop rather than becoming
pollution. According to the HELCOM Survey; “The
recycling rate for EPS waste in Europe in 2017 was
27% in total; for EPS packaging waste 34%, and for
EPS construction waste 8%. This is slightly lower than
the overall recycling rate for plastics in general in
Europe, which in 2016 was 31.2%.” However given
that the majority of plastic recycling is in packaging,
the difference is largely explained by an application
focus, rather than a sole material. In this context the
EPS recycling rate may slightly exceed that of plastic

packaging in general.

NEPSA believes that it is important to consider the
necessity and utility of materials in question (incl.
EPS). In regard to EPS, it serves essential functions in
protecting sensitive goods and maintaining cold
chains (for example, safe transport of seafood,
vaccines, etc.).

2 Based on the sources cited.

Replacing EPS indiscriminately could lead to heavier
or more resource-intensive alternatives, which carry
their own environmental trade-offs. Studies have
found that plastic packaging like EPS often performs
the same function as paper or glass with much less
material and weight, resulting in lower production

energy use and greenhouse gas emissions.

Simply banning EPS without viable, more sustainable
substitutes will increase overall environmental
burdens and lead to unintended consequences (e.g.

more food spoilage or higher transport emissions).

NEPSA urges Parties to apply the treaty’s criteria
holistically, weighing environmental impact across
the full life cycle and the socio-economic needs
served by plastics (including EPS). In other words, a
Life Cycle Assessment cannot focus only on the
production impacts without considering the avoided

impacts of alternatives.

NEPSA supports science-based criteria for
identifying problematic plastics, grounded in actual
recyclability, risk of leakage, and necessity. EPS
meets these criteria and should not be classified as

problematic when managed within circular systems.

Sustainable Plastic Production

There is growing concern about the projected
increase in plastic production and its implications for
climate and resource use. NEPSA recognises these
concerns and supports aligning production with
sustainable levels defined through life-cycle
assessment (LCA) and comparative analysis of
alternatives.

Sustainable levels cannot be defined by plastics in
isolation. As UNEP’s Plastic Pollution Science report
(2024) highlights, plastic pollution is a systemic issue
that must be addressed across the full life cycle.
Reducing production without comparative

assessment risks shifting demand to alternative
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materials that may have equal or greater

environmental impacts.

Volume caps on plastics alone risk worsening
outcomes, by forcing substitution into heavier or less
recyclable materials and moving society further from
its climate and resource goals. Where genuine
problems exist that are not simply reproduced or
worsened by substitution, NEPSA is open to
discussing targeted restrictions, while promoting
better alternatives or designs for those cases.

Design  for

Innovation

As highlighted in HELCOM (2025), EPS can be readily
included in a circular economy when effectively
collected and sorted. And HELCOM cautions that

“replacing polystyrene foam with other foam

Circularity and

materials may not have an overall positive
environmental impact... it is important to compare

the overall performance.””

Treaty proposals call on Parties to improve plastic
product design to enhance durability, reusability,
repairability, and recyclability, as well as to increase
resource efficiency and recycled content. They also
encourage information-sharing and innovation in
circular product design.

NEPSA Position: NEPSA supports these objectives.
EPS packaging is inherently resource-efficient (being
98% air) and has a simple, mono-material
composition that, when appropriately collected, is

easily recycled into new products.

The industry is increasing the use of recycled EPS
content in new products where regulations allow,
although many EPS applications (e.g. insulation,
protective transport packaging) are not consumer-
facing, meaning uptake depends on systemic

incentives rather than consumer choice.

EPS recycling technologies continue to advance.
Mechanical recycling is already at scale in many
regions. Dissolution processes can clean EPS for
recycling in sensitive applications such as food
contact, while depolymerisation technologies can
break EPS down into its styrene monomer with high
yield and efficiency. Commercial projects in Europe
and the U.S. have already demonstrated these
pathways at scale.

These innovations mean that even very soiled or
mixed EPS waste can be recycled instead of
landfilled, provided adequate infrastructure is in
place. The industry is investing in research
partnerships  and  collaborating  with  EPR
organisations to improve collection logistics and
develop networks of densifiers and take-back

schemes.

In line with the treaty’s objectives, NEPSA supports
improving product design for circularity, while
stressing that standards must remain flexible and
science-based, reflecting regional contexts and the
specific role of different plastics in delivering societal
benefits.

Chemicals of Concern

One treaty criterion targets plastics containing
hazardous chemicals. A major legacy substance in
EPS, the flame retardant HBCD (formerly used in
building insulation), has already been globally

banned and phased out since 2016.

Modern EPS products use alternative flame
retardants and are subject to strict safety
regulations. As noted in the HELCOM Guidelines
(2025), “the most widely used flame retardant today
is a polymeric FR, which is neither toxic nor
bioaccumulative, posing no risks to the

environment.” XV

NEPSA supports using the best available science to
evaluate any additives in EPS and continues efforts to
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ensure EPS products remain safe for health and the

environment.

More broadly, chemicals of concern should be
regulated by substance risk across all carrier
materials, not by material class. If a chemical is a
concern in plastics, it is also a concern in paper,
coatings, or composites. PFAS controls, for example,
must apply consistently across uses to avoid perverse
substitution. Coordination with existing frameworks
(such as the Stockholm Convention and REACH) can

prevent patchwork, plastic-only rules.

Preventing Leakage and
Improving Waste Management

According to Kawecki & Nowack (2019), modelled
emissions of expanded polystyrene are the lowest
among major polymers (=0.037% of production),*
underscoring EPS’s comparatively low leakage risk
when waste systems function properly. HELCOM
(2019) likewise estimated that less than 0.02% of EPS
produced in the Baltic region becomes marine
litter.™ By comparison, combining OECD estimates
of global plastic production™ with UNEP’s estimates
of annual leakage to aquatic ecosystems suggests
that average leakage across all polymers exceeds 4%
of production. These figures show that EPS is not a

high-risk material when managed in sound systems.

NEPSA strongly supports efforts to prevent plastic
leakage into nature. EPS foam is lightweight and can
easily blow or wash into waterways if not properly
contained, so robust collection systems are essential.
We therefore support anti-litter education, better
bin infrastructure, and clean-up initiatives, while
stressing that such actions should target all litter
materials, not plastics alone, since substitutes can
also contain unwanted substances when released
into the environment.

Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) is central to
capturing value from used plastics, including EPS. EPR
schemes should be comprehensive across materials,

not plastic-only, and funding should be directed back
into recycling infrastructure for the relevant material
stream to avoid cross-subsidies.

Equally important are recycled content
requirements. When producers are required to use
recycled material in new products, waste becomes a
valued feedstock rather than a liability. This reduces
incentives for dumping, drives demand for high-
quality collection and sorting, and creates a stable
business case for investment in recycling

infrastructure.

Where EPR and recycled content policies work
together, EPS recycling has already achieved strong
results. Several European nations recycle half or
more of post-consumer EPS packaging, and Norway’s
near-90% recycling rate for fish boxes demonstrates
that with proper collection, leakage can be virtually

eliminated.

NEPSA also supports reducing and phasing out
landfills where possible, with priority given to
recycling over disposal. Bad practices such as open
dumping and open burning of plastics should be
eliminated and replaced with safe and circular

solutions.

In summary, keeping EPS out of the environment is a
top priority. With robust EPR schemes that are
comprehensive across materials, recycled content
requirements that give waste a clear market value,
and strong waste infrastructure, leakage of EPS can
be reduced to very low levels. Landfills should be
phased down wherever possible, with priority given
to recycling. The Norwegian case of near-90%
recycling of EPS fish boxes shows how targeted
systems can virtually eliminate leakage — best
practices that can be scaled globally under the treaty

framework.

Managing Legacy  Pollution
HELCOM’s Baltic survey (2019) concluded that
releases of EPS/XPS were “estimated with high

Telefon: 3330 8630
CVR: 11488277 Side 5 af 7

C/o Plastindustrien Vesterbrogade  www.nordiceps.org
1E, 3. Mail: info@eps-airpop.dk
1620 Kpbenhavn V



NEPSA Position Paper:

NEPSA Position on the Global Plastics Treaty (2025)

uncertainties” and that “it was not possible to single
out any major source.” i This supports targeted,
system-level measures rather than blanket bans. And
despite the low leakage risk associated with EPS,
legacy waste should still be addressed where it

occurs.

NEPSA recognises that decades of improper disposal
have left a burden in certain environments — from
weathered foam pieces on beaches to demolition
debris from old buildings with contaminated
insulation — just as there are legacy pollution issues
from many other materials. Cleanup projects can
contribute to restoring sensitive ecosystems, and EPS
can be recycled from such streams using existing and
emerging technologies such as dissolution or
depolymerisation.

Strong Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR)
schemes, combined with recycled content uptake,
can foster the necessary investment in technologies
to manage legacy EPS and other plastics. At the same
time, prevention through effective collection and
recycling remains the most important long-term
solution, gradually reducing the legacy challenge

over time.

Conclusion
UNEP (2024) emphasises that plastic pollution is

systemic and requires life-cycle measures. Anchoring
actions in science avoids perverse substitution and
preserves EPS’s societal value where it performs
best.

NEPSA — the Nordic EPS Alliance — is committed to
the objective of the global plastics treaty: protecting
the environment and human health from plastic
pollution through a comprehensive, life-cycle
approach. We have outlined a position that aligns
with the treaty’s provisions while highlighting
evidence-backed perspectives on EPS.

In summary, we believe that:

e EPS is part of the solution. When proper
systems are in place, EPS is recycled “in
practice and at scale,” disproving the notion
that it must inevitably become waste.

e Target the real problems. Regulation
should focus on litter-prone applications
and poor waste management, not
wholesale bans that shift demand to heavier
or higher-impact materials.

e Promote innovation and design. Advances
in recyclable design, reuse, and chemical
recycling show how EPS can integrate
further into a circular economy.

e Use evidence and LCA. Decisions on
production, phase-outs, and product design
should be based on life-cycle comparisons
and necessity, ensuring measures reduce
impacts rather than shift them elsewhere.

e Strengthen systems. Waste management,
EPR across all materials, and reducing and
phasing out landfilling are the most
effective ways to stop pollution at source.
High-performing EPS recycling in several

countries demonstrates what is possible.

NEPSA’s position is evidence-based and solution-
oriented: acknowledge the challenges, but build on
proven circular practices. We urge that treaty
measures remain science-based, material-neutral,
and outcome-focused. By doing so, EPS can continue
to deliver essential benefits for society while
contributing to the shared goal of ending plastic
pollution.

We invite stakeholders to engage with us on
pragmatic, evidence-based solutions that protect the
environment while preserving the benefits and

circular potential of EPS.
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About Position Papers

NEPSA Position Papers set out the association’s position on key regulatory or classification developments affecting
expanded polystyrene (EPS) and its applications. Each paper presents structured evidence, policy context, and
procedural detail to support informed dialogue with EU institutions and stakeholders. They aim to clarify how

specific proposals relate to market practice, regulatory frameworks, and environmental goals.

About NEPSA

NEPSA (Nordic EPS Alliance) is the alliance of EPS associations and companies across the Nordic region. NEPSA
promotes the sustainable use of EPS (expanded polystyrene) in packaging, construction, and other applications.
Through data-backed publications and systems engagement, NEPSA works to ensure EPS is fully integrated into

circular economy policies and practices.
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