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About Think Beyond Plastic™  

Think Beyond Plastic is a social profit venture that addresses plastic pollution by harnessing the forces of innovation and 

entrepreneurship, and the powers of the market to do good. Eliminating ocean plastic pollution is a strategic goal, due to 

the uniquely harmful properties of plastic in the marine environment, and the strategic importance of a healthy ocean for 

the wellbeing of our shared planet. 

Think Beyond Plastic engineers the innovation ecosystem that encompasses the entire process of innovation, from 

formulating and incubating ideas to commercializing technologies and accelerating businesses.  It builds and cultivates 

the impact investment engine to bring these innovations to market. Think Beyond Plastic directs disruptive innovation on 

key problem areas, or "hot spots" of plastic pollution, where consumption is the highest and market failures are the 

greatest: disposable plastic products and packaging, plastic medical waste, microplastics, toxicity, with market focus on 

food services, food packaging, retail, personal care products, construction, transportation, and agricultural plastic. 

As of March 2015, over 100 innovations have been identified and qualified for mentorship, incubation, acceleration and 
impact investment within the eco-system. 

At Think Beyond Plastic, we are excited by the opportunity to grow businesses for the blue economy.  The Think Beyond 

Plastic approach is about expansion rather than contraction, business growth rather than business constraints. The 

strategies we consider are transformative – they will enable new businesses, create new jobs, and open up new markets 

and new opportunities. 

The Plastic Pollution Problem  

Plastic pollution is a crisis in global governance, a market failure, a technological challenge, and a social justice issue. 

Visible accumulations of plastic trash are a constant reminder of market failures in recycling, materials, manufacturing 

and design.   

Plastic production represents 9% of the world oil resources. The 

resulting products are cheap, visually attractive, strong yet 

lightweight.  Plastics provide an excellent moisture barrier for 

food packaging. They are long-lasting, pliable, and colorful. 

Plastic is the ultimate versatile material.  

Global plastic production is growing fast and accelerating, 

especially the sectors for disposable plastic – items such as 

consumer packaging, plastic bottles, plastic lids, plastic film, 

food packaging, and plastic utensils.  

In the last 20 years alone, the world has consumed more plastic 

than the entire 20th century. From 1.5M T in 1957 to 256M T in 

2010, global plastic production has exploded.  This high 

consumption has demonstrated some dichotomies, specifically: 

 Disposable plastic products are extremely lightweight which makes them convenient consumer packaging but 

also prone to litter; 

 plastisizer compounds used to manufacture plastic products are well known and documented carcinogens and 

endocrine disruptors with long-lasting impacts on public health, yet plastic is increasingly used for food and 

beverage packaging; 

 Plastic has a life expectancy of hundreds of years, yet it is increasingly used for single-use and disposable 

products, which makes the mountains of plastic waste practically indestructible.  
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The growing use of plastic for consumer packaging, and specifically for items intended to be discarded, is causing 

significant damages to both coastal and marine ecosystems, resulting in massive accumulations of plastic trash on land, 

as well as in the ocean.  New data from 

experts in agriculture, estimate that U.S. 

agriculture alone uses about a Billion 

pounds annually. This includes films — 

used for mulch, greenhouse covers, and 

to wrap bales, tubing and pipes. It also 

includes nursery containers, pesticide 

containers, silage bags, storage covers, 

twine and more.  Farmers in cooler 

regions use plastic to enhance warmth, 

for example, while in the southern U.S. 

farmers use plastic to cool soil and 

plants. 

On land, these accumulations along 

beaches and coastlines cause economic 

damages to tourism and stress the 

waste management systems’ capacity to manage waste flows.  

In the ocean, plastic degrades into tiny particles called microplastics. Due to its chemical nature, plastic attracts massive 

amounts of toxic chemicals while in the marine environment. The toxic microplastics are readily ingested by fish, which 

are then consumed by humans, thus presenting a real public health threat. Recently reports raise concerns about the 

impacts of plastic ingestion on corals.  

These dramatic, unintended and sudden impacts of plastic waste have become subject to hundreds of studies, from 

public health impacts to waste accumulation and its economic impacts. Some recent reports raise concerns about the 

impacts of plastic ingestion on corals. The most recent published studies focus on the amount of plastic in the ocean, 

sources of entry and behavior of plastic in the marine environment.  While these “end-of-pipeline” studies are critical for 

understanding the magnitude of the problem, Think Beyond Plastic focuses on the source of plastic pollution, fostering a 

discussion on the causes and a broader view of prevention techniques. 

To stop plastic pollution is to find alternatives to conventional plastic for people and businesses who use it.  

Increasing recycling is not sufficient 
Recycling rates must increase. Global recycling rates lag well behind the fast growing consumption rates of items 

packaged in plastic. Around the world, collection of various types of plastic is under 10%, and in many countries often 

below 2% or non-existent.  But even doubling or tripling the recycling rates (which would require massive infrastructure 

overhaul and cost) will still account for well below half of the global consumption and production. And effective recycling 

systems for managing emerging materials such as bioplastic and compostables are not yet widely available or in place. 

Recycling needs its own set of innovation, to create incentives, to increase collection, to handle new materials and mixed 

recycling streams, and to add value to the waste material. 

Policies banning bags and disposable plastic are not enough 
Bans work well for a limited number of products for which there are alternatives available. Around the world, plastic bags 

have been banned because of the economic damages of their lifecycle management and because there are alternatives 

such as reusable bags. Countries like Rwanda, Bangladesh, parts of China and India, and many European countries have 

all banned plastic bags. In California, a plastic bag ban is heatedly disputed by the plastic industry. The issue is that most 

plastic packaging is used because it is convenient, cheap and, without an alternative. Bans will not address this problem.  

http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/feb/25/corals-face-slow-starvation-from-ingesting-plastics-pollution-experts-find
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/feb/25/corals-face-slow-starvation-from-ingesting-plastics-pollution-experts-find
http://www.sciencemag.org/content/347/6223/768.abstract
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Alternatives are needed 
Plastic pollution will be stopped by offering alternatives that are competitive in price and performance relative to current 

conventional plastic.  We need materials that have performance characteristics comparable with plastic but without the 

downside – toxicity, non-renewable resource, longevity.  These new alternatives are already created by innovators and 

entrepreneurs, who in turn will create and grow businesses for the blue economy.  

Plastic Pollution is an Innovation Opportunity 

Plastic pollution is a massive, urgent, and complex phenomenon. Its impacts on the ocean are only partially understood, 

but the accelerated rate of consumption, combined with the projected growth of coastal population by year 2050 and the 

growing body of evidence of impact of toxicity on human health, present an urgent challenge that must be addressed 

without delay. Current methods are insufficient. The status quo must be disrupted.  

Think Beyond Plastic Innovation Forum approaches plastic pollution as an innovation opportunity. We focus on innovation 

in materials, manufacturing, design and recycling. We are building an innovation ecosystem that encompasses innovation 

search, innovation acceleration services, impact investing and thought leadership. Ultimately, success is the innovations 

in each of the target areas. 

Strategic Goals 
• Activate broad-based disruptive innovation in materials, manufacturing, recycling, and design.  

• Generate, incubate, and accelerate hundreds of innovations. 

• Build and grow the impact investment network with focus on plastic pollution. 

• Direct innovation efforts to focus on preventing the flux of plastic into the marine environment. 

Targeted outcomes 
A continuous wave of innovation that will result in: 

1. New materials - non-toxic, truly compostable, truly biodegradable alternatives to conventional plastics, with 

comparable economic properties and performance characteristics; 

2. New manufacturing processes that can handle high volume production for the new materials; 

3. New recycling processes that can handle mixed recycling streams including compostables, bioplastics, bagasse and 

other emerging materials; and 

4. New design that conforms to the principles of “circular economy” and Cradle-to-cradle design, eliminates toxicity in 

food packaging and reduces the use of virgin petroleum plastic.  

Targeted innovations 
Of special interest are:  

Material innovations, with focus on eliminating toxic leaching; biodegradability that fits within current recycling flow; 

real compostability, away from the ocean; increased moisture barriers for food storage and presentation; alternatives to 

plastic film; innovative uses of agricultural waste such as wood, bagasse and paper pulp;  

Manufacturing innovations, with focus on injection molding and extrusion for paper pulp and bagasse; scalable low-cost 

production of molded fiber; manufacturing alternatives to plastic film, etc; 

Design innovations that focus on models for reuse, C2C principles, integrating the “circular economy” design principles, 

as well as design that reduces exposure to toxic chemicals. 

Recycling innovations, with focus on prevention; incentives; measurable increase of collection and material management 

and waste-to-value innovations; 


