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Plastic is used many sectors. However, since not all plastics that have reached the end of their useful life are processed and recycled, they have serious adverse effects on the environment and human health.
The European Union (EU) aims to reduce plastic production within the framework of the Green Deal. Yet, in recent years, Türkiye has become the primary destination for the EU's plastic waste exports. Only a very small fraction of waste in Türkiye is recycled; the mounting waste burden and a lack of oversight are leading to persistent environmental pollution. Türkiye’s recycling model—reliant on plastic waste imports—conflicts with its "Zero Waste" policies and international climate commitments.
Proposals have been developed for the Ministry of Environment, Urbanization and Climate Change to present at the United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP31), scheduled to be held in Türkiye in November 2026. These proposals call for ending plastic waste imports, strengthening inspections, reducing plastic production at the source, and expanding the use of recyclable waste.
REDUCING PLASTIC WASTE IMPORTS FROM THE EU WITHIN THE FRAMEWORK OF TÜRKİYE'S ZERO WASTE POLICY: POLICY OPTIONS



KEY POINTS
1. In recent years, Türkiye has become the European Union’s destination for plastic waste.

2. The fact that only 10% of plastic waste can be recycled, along with deficiencies in implementation and oversight, creates serious environmental problems.

3. The recycling model based on plastic waste imports conflicts with Zero Waste policies and the EU Green Deal.
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                ÇAĞ POLICY BRIEF                             ISSUE 2026 | 1 
separation. However, following China’s imposition of restrictions on plastic waste imports in 2018, Türkiye became Europe’s new destination for plastic waste. According to data from the European Statistical Office (Eurostat), 36 percent (503,000 tons) of the EU’s total plastic waste exports in 2025 were destined for Türkiye, and the volume of plastic waste arriving from EU member states has increased 435-fold since 2004.
The EU Waste Shipment Regulation, which entered into force on May 20, 2024, introduces a ban on plastic exports to non-OECD countries starting in 2026, alongside stricter rules for OECD countries (such as Türkiye). In an assessment conducted by the European Commission pursuant to Article 45 of the Regulation—dated September 1, 2026—serious issues regarding waste management in Türkiye were highlighted; however, the conclusion was reached that there was no need to halt plastic waste shipments from the EU to Türkiye.
The report noted that information regarding the management of plastic waste is "limited" and that there is uncertainty concerning how EU regulations are implemented and enforced in Türkiye. It further stated that only 10 percent of plastic waste is recycled, while the majority is sent to landfills, disposed of using improper methods, or ends up in the environment.

Plastic Waste and Its Environmental Impact
99% of plastics are derived from fossil fuels. While global plastic production stood at approximately 1.5 million tons in 1950, it has surpassed 450 million tons as of 2025. If current trends persist, production is expected to double by 2045.
Greenhouse gases released during the production, processing, disposal into nature, and incineration of plastics contribute to the Earth's steadily rising temperatures. Plastic waste, which takes many years to decompose in nature, disrupts the balance of the ecosystem by polluting soil and water. Microplastic discharges from plastic recycling facilities, illegal dumping, open burning, and facility fires pose persistent risks to water, soil, air, and the food chain.
Plastic waste is imported due to a shortage of well-sorted, high-quality raw materials within the recycling sector. However, the importation of plastic waste creates significant environmental and social risks.
Türkiye’s Zero Waste Policy and Plastic Waste Imports From The EU to Türkiye
Türkiye’s Zero Waste Policy is a national environmental initiative aimed at the efficient use of resources and the recycling of waste through source
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waste reduction; establishing a digital waste tracking and document verification system; and fostering inter-state cooperation.
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Policy Recommendations
Türkiye is set to host the United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP31) in Antalya in November 2026, and Zero Waste policies constitute a key agenda item for Türkiye during the COP31 process. As the institution responsible for implementing Zero Waste policies, conducting inspections, and granting import permits, the Ministry of Environment, Urbanization and Climate Change could develop new policy proposals for this summit and integrate binding targets aimed at reducing plastic production at the source into national climate change action plans.
Türkiye can prevent itself from becoming the EU’s plastic waste dumping ground through a series of measures: abandoning the recycling model that relies on plastic waste imports; reducing plastic production; increasing inspections of importing facilities for EU regulatory compliance in the short term; imposing quotas on non-recyclable waste from the EU and gradually phasing out waste imports; aligning petrochemical investments with climate goals; improving the efficiency of local waste collection systems; prioritizing deposit schemes focused on reuse; ensuring domestic
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