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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.1 Background 

 

These past few years, media have been feeding us countless information on 

plastic waste in the ocean and mostly, the victim in this issue is life below water. 

Many photographs or news on marine animals (especially of whales, turtles, and 

stingrays) are seen to be dead mainly because they digested plastic. Our earth seems 

to be drowning in plastic from time to time, some said it has become ‘Planet 

Plastic’.1 Media are also calling out states who have polluted territorial waters, 

especially the People’s Republic of China (PRC or China).2 But China, even though 

being the most polluted, is not the only country responsible; Indonesia, the 

Philippines, the United Kingdom just to name a few, being the top five most plastic 

polluted territorial water in the world.3 Basically, every state is responsible for the 

mismanagement of plastic waste and it ends up dumping plastic in their territorial 

waters and now the life underwater is being threatened.4 Because of this, marine 

plastic pollution (MPP) rate rapidly rises. 

 
1 Jonathan Amos, “Earth is becoming 'Planet Plastic',” BBC News, accessed February 25, 

2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-40654915 

2 Niall McCarthy, “The Countries Polluting the Oceans the Most,” Statista, 2018, accessed 

on February 25, 2019, https://www.statista.com/chart/12211/the-countries-polluting-the-oceans-

the-most/ 

3 Shewali Tiwari, “7 Countries that produce the most plastic waste in the world,” India 

Times, 2018, accessed on February 25, 2019, https://www.indiatimes.com/trending/environment/7-

countries-that-produce-the-most-plastic-waste-in-the-world-346902.html 

4 Chen Lin and Shinchiro Nakamura, “Approaches to solving China’s marine plastic 

pollution and CO2 emission problems,” Tandfonline, 2017. Accessed on April 20, 2019, 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09535314.2018.1486808 
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Apparently, marine plastic pollution does not only affect the life underwater 

but also the land (even to humans) and contributes to climate change. To handle 

this, states have done conferences trying to figure out ways to solve it, they are 

using every way possible to help solve this issue. Intergovernmental Organizations 

(IGO) like United Nations Environmental Programme (UNEP), United Nations 

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) or even looking back at the 

Paris Agreement are adopted as a quick fix prompt in order to find the best possible 

solution towards this issue.  Priority attention is needed from the global community, 

in other words, cooperation and contributions from countries are essential in order 

to work together and solve this problem. If we do not overcome the issue, soon the 

phrase “there are still many fishes in the sea” would turn to “there are still many 

plastics in the sea”, because there will be no fish left if this keeps on happening.5  

Just imagine, Earth consists of three-fourth water and in that huge amount 

of water has much fish inside it, they were supposed to be more fish than humans.6 

If one of our ecosystems is destroyed, the human security will eventually be at stake. 

No more fishermen as a job mean more people will be unemployed. No more 

seafood to eat, restaurants will be closed (again, leads to unemployment). Animals 

that fed on the ocean will go extinct—which breaks the food chain and humans 

have no meat to eat. The worst part is, there will be no more drinking water in the 

face of the entire earth whereas we need water to drink off and our body is made up 

 
5 Julia Layton, “Why would there be no more fish in 40 years?”, Animals, How Stuff Works, 

n.d., accessed on February 26, 2019, https://animals.howstuffworks.com/endangered-species/no-

more-fish.htm 

6 Howard Perlman, “How much water is there on, in, and above the Earth?” USGS, 2016, 

accessed on February 25, 2019, https://water.usgs.gov/edu/earthhowmuch.html 
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of up to 60% water.7 And before that happen, the world will go on hideous war 

trying to survive. The thing is that water is crucial not just for the fish in the sea but 

also for human beings and plants. Every living creature needs water and if you 

cannot drink it, it is useless. 

Marine debris has been a problem today that even developed countries have 

a hard time finding ways to tackle this, they have not found a concrete solution until 

this day. While the number of plastics in the ocean keeps on rising, the mighty ‘three 

R’ (Reduce, Reuse and Recycle) seemed to not work at all. Microplastics are the 

new devil in the MPP case. It usually comes from larger plastic debris that has 

degraded into smaller pieces. Hence the name, microplastics are tiny that even 

though some place might have a water filtration system, these things slide right 

through.8 These microplastics will then be floating in the ocean and will be digested 

by the life inside it.  

Microplastics are everywhere, even in the air we breathe. It may or may not 

be dangerous for humans due to its size. But studies found out that tinier 

microplastics are dangerous due to their ability to absorb toxic chemicals and 

release them to the animal’s digestive system. 9  It can affect humans through 

contaminated seafood, drinking water, dust, and air.10 We can say there is nothing 

we can do except the fact that for now, we still need to reduce, reuse and recycle. 

 
7 Howard Perlman, “The water in you,” USGS, 2016, accessed on February 25, 2019, 

https://water.usgs.gov/edu/earthhowmuch.html 

8 “What are microplastics?” National Ocean Service, n.d. Accessed on April 20, 2019. 

https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/microplastics.html 

9 Hugh, “The Effects of Microplastics on Human Health (Facts & Guide),” Get Green Now, 

2018. Accessed on April 20, 2019, https://get-green-now.com/microplastics-health-guide/ 

10 Ibid. 
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Particularly with the single-use plastics, packaging, and disposables.11 Looking at 

the current condition, there are bigger chances that this type of issue will aggravate 

our survival. 

Conditions between China and the environment have been intricate and 

atrocious. They do not share a good relationship with each other. First around the 

1990s, but then in 2015-2017, the media erupted (again) with news that China has 

generated hazardous air and killed millions of its own people. The people living 

there can only see grey skies. The country’s hard dependency on industrialization 

comes with aftereffects. Fine respirable particulate matter (PM) 2.5 are detected in 

throughout the country.12 PM 2.5 is generated by combustion; it is a microscopic 

particle floating in the air that is small enough to go to the human lungs and cause 

damage. 13  Additionally, it scarred the economic state of China. Crops worth 

millions are damaged, public health is at risk which leads to the absence of work 

(productivity).14 In this critical condition, China then decided to de-industrialize to 

efficiently improve air quality. The number did decrease but that is not enough—it 

does not even meet the standard of healthy air to breathe with. 

The tradeoff between the environment and economy was not so great after 

all. While the project to tackle air pollution is still ongoing, there are more problems, 

the ocean. Yangtze River, China’s “economic belt” is on top of the list for the worst 

 
11 Ibid. 

12 Ernest Kao, “Air pollution is killing 1 million people and costing Chinese economy 267 

billion yuan a year, research from CUHK shows,” SCMP, 2018. Accessed on April 20, 2019. 

https://www.scmp.com/news/china/science/article/2166542/air-pollution-killing-1-million-people-

and-costing-chinese  

13 Ibid. 

14 Ibid. 
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water polluted by plastic in the world.15 Not just that, the people living near the area 

have been using the river as a source for their food and water. It worsens because 

the population keeps on growing, even near the Yangtze River. Clearly, water 

insecurity is also a problem here. Probably around 90% of the things around us are 

“made in China”. From clothes, toys even electronics are mostly made in China. 

The fast fashion industry that has its products manufactured in China made China 

rich in terms of economy but poor in terms of the environment. It is reported that 

over 80% of China’s chemical fibers from the fashion industry are in the Yangtze 

River.16 Adding to all of that, overfishing happened and thus made the Asia Pacific 

fish stocks at stake. It is like every possible environmental issue you could ever 

imagine are present in China.   

With all the environmental threats add up, China has been doing 

experiments in order to breakdown plastics when it touches seawater.17 People have 

been bringing their own canvas bag to supermarkets and biodegradable plastic bags 

are for sale to potentially lessen the threat.18 Most of the plastics in the world are 

made in China, with that China’s National Development and Reform Commissions 

(NDRC) are revising laws to ban production and sales of plastic bags by 0.025 

 
15 Joachim Roth, “The rise of plastic insecurity in China’s Yangtze River economic belt,” 

GreenBiz, 2019. Accessed on April 20, 2019. https://www.greenbiz.com/article/rise-plastic-

insecurity-chinas-yangtze-river-economic-belt 

16 Joachim Roth, Loc. Cit. 

17 Alice Shen, “Chinese scientists hope to fight ocean pollution by making plastic that 

breaks down when exposed to seawater,” SCMP, 2018, accessed on April 20, 2019, 

https://www.scmp.com/news/china/science/article/2163302/chinese-scientists-hope-fight-ocean-

pollution-making-plastic 

18 ZX (ed.), “Xinhua Headlines: China battles plastic pollution,” Xinhua, 2018. Accessed on 

April 21, 2019. http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/2018-06/05/c_137232334.htm 
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millimeters. 19  There is also other pressure coming from Environmental Non-

Governmental Organizations (ENGO) just like the Break Free from Plastic 

Movement China (BFFPC) and China Zero Waste Alliance, just to name a few 

worked hard not only to solve plastic pollution but to create a better channel to 

communicate directly to the government of this issue.20 

Seeing how China reacts towards the issue, it is inevitable that this issue 

may eventually lead to human security problems and quick actions need to be done. 

In fact, those are just some examples of “plastic problems” in China. There are more 

that could be further discussed. The interesting part is, being the supplier of the 

world’s plastic, it might be fascinating to see why they would try to solve or at least 

respond to the problems they somehow created themselves. 

 

1.2 Research Questions 

Based on the situation that has been explained in the previous paragraphs, I 

suggest the following research questions: 

1. Why is China interested in responding to the marine plastic pollution issue? 

2. How does China respond to the marine plastic pollution issue? 

 

 

 
19 Paul A. Davies and R. Andrew Westgate, “China’s Action Against Plastic Pollution,” 

Latham & Watkins LLP, 2018. Accessed on April 21, 2019. 

https://www.globalelr.com/2018/04/chinas-action-against-plastic-pollution/ 

20 “Work Together to Tackle Plastic Pollution—Plastic Solution Forum hosted in Beijing”, 

Break Free from Plastic, 2018. Accessed on April 21, 2019. 

https://www.breakfreefromplastic.org/2018/10/05/work-together-to-tackle-plastic-pollution-

plastic-solution-forum-hosted-in-beijing/ 
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1.3 Research Objectives 

Knowing the risks that will attack not only the life underwater but also the 

human security aspect, it would be interesting to see why China would respond to 

it. China’s policy to show its response, as well as its concern about this issue, is the 

largest industrialized country that surely does not only throw plastic waste to the 

ocean but also industrial waste. China, which has the most plastic polluted territorial 

water has the capability (especially in terms of economy) to turn this issue in their 

country back around (if possible), it would be fascinating to probably unravel some 

hidden agenda behind the response itself. Therefore, the objective of this research 

is to see why and how China would respond to this issue. Also, seeing pressures 

from the environmental regimes especially the ENGOs to the government and how 

this threatens China’s national security. Potentially being the first superpower and 

most populated state in the world to do concrete actions to reduce the impact of the 

issue. Soon, MPP will be a new challenge in the ocean government.21  

 

1.4 Research Contribution 

Insignificance to International Relations studies, this research will give 

insight into why and how countries may or may not depend and cooperate with non-

state actors as well as the environmental regime to help solve its national problem 

that has been widely known, even considered as an international issue. Also, if 

China were to try and solve this issue, there will eventually be unilateralism in the 

 
21  Marcus Haward, “Plastic pollution of the world’s seas and oceans as a contemporary 

challenge in ocean governance,” (Springer Nature) Nature Communications, 2018, accessed on 

February 26, 2019, https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-018-03104-3.pdf 
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world and people can implement its successful way or learn from its mistakes. The 

topic of this research does not only talk on cooperation within the state but also with 

other parties outside the country if necessary, with chances for involvement from 

non-state actors. Furthermore, it can also serve as a guideline for policymaking for 

the government who would want to focus on cleaning their territorial waters. Lastly, 

this research could also enhance and raise awareness of the MPP that will eventually 

lead to an existential crisis if not solved. 

 

1.5 Structure of Writing 

The first chapter titled “Introduction” comprised of China’s marine plastic 

pollution, which is the main idea of this thesis. Also, brief information of different 

types of environmental regimes as well as research questions that will help address 

the intention behind the research. 

The second chapter titled “Framework of Thinking” comprised of literature 

review in the form of books, journals and online articles to supply more 

understanding regarding the issue and providing legitimacy. In furthermore helping 

to analyze this matter in an international relations perspective, theory and concepts 

from international relations are used. 

The third chapter titled “Methodology” comprised of explanation on 

choosing between qualitative and quantitative as a research method whilst also 

providing approach, purpose, and reasoning. Equally important, the data collection 

technique and data analysis method using these methods to assist in finding the 

answer for the previously stated research questions. 
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The fourth chapter titled “Discussion” comprised of in-depth analysis of the 

subject matter on marine plastic pollution not to mention the relationship between 

China and the environmental regime. Applying the collected data and developing it 

to answer the research questions. Including implicitly infusing the theory and 

concepts that were mentioned in chapter two. 

The fifth and last chapter titled “Conclusion” comprised of summaries and 

wrap up the results of the analysis done whilst providing the answer to the research 

questions of chapter two.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


