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How China’s Plastic Waste Import Restrictions Reshaped the Political Economy of Global Plastic Waste Trade: Türkiye’s Growing Role

Summary


KEY POINTS

1. Due to China's restrictions on plastic waste imports, the global plastic waste trade has changed direction.

2. After China's withdrawal from the market, Türkiye has become an important route for plastic waste, particularly from the EU.

3.  While the changes in the trade structure have created economic advantages, they have also increased the need for plastic waste to be controlled and managed safely from an environmental point of view.

For many years, China has been one of the major importing countries in the international trade of plastic waste. However, China has increased its restrictions on plastic waste imports with the National Sword policy implemented in 2017, which has caused a significant change in the global plastic waste trade since 2018. After the big decline in China's imports, some of the trade routes have shifted to different countries and Türkiye has become an alternative destination for plastic waste sent from the EU in particular.
This policy brief examines how China’s import restrictions have changed the plastic waste trade between the EU and Türkiye, and who benefits economically from this change while who faces environmental costs. The study argues that restrictions are not limited to reducing the volume of trade, but also create new opportunities and risks for different countries and market actors by changing trade flows. The fact that the EU will ban the export of plastic waste to non-OECD countries from November 21, 2026 makes Türkiye's role in this trade a current policy issue. In this context, the brief recommends strengthening controls on the plastic waste trade between the EU and Türkiye and ensuring the environmentally safe management of the waste.
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China's Restriction on Plastic Waste Imports 
For many years, China has been one of the major importing countries in the international trade of plastic waste (1). Thanks to the large scale production and recycling capacity of the country, imported plastic waste has enabled it to be processed and reused as raw materials (1). Therefore, the plastic waste trade has become an economic activity not only limited to the shipment of waste to another country, but also associated with the production and recycling sectors. But the fact that some of the waste coming to China is of low quality, dirty and difficult to recycle has made waste management increasingly difficult and caused environmental problems (1). In response to these problems, China increased import controls under the Green Fence policy in 2013 and implemented the National Sword policy with broader restrictions in 2017 (1). During this period, the pollution rate of accepted plastic waste was reduced to 0.5% and import bans were imposed on many types of plastic waste (1). Since 2018, the impact of China's policies has become more evident. China and Hong Kong's plastic waste imports decreased from 9.4 million tons in 2017 to 1 million tons in 2018 (2). During the same period, plastic waste exports worldwide decreased from 12.4 tons in 2017 to 6.3 million tons in 2022 (2). This change in China's import policy has been an important breaking point, and part of the international plastic waste trade has been directed to different countries.
The New Direction of Global Plastic Waste Trade and Türkiye’s Growing Role
Following the restrictions, some of the waste previously sent to China has shifted to countries such as Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam, and Thailand (1). During this period, Türkiye also became an important route. According to OECD data, Türkiye's plastic waste exports increased by 314% between the beginning of 2017 and the middle of 2018 (1). 
The use of plastic waste as secondary raw material in the recycling sector has played a major role in Türkiye's rise to prominence (1). Plastic recycling activities are particularly concentrated in provinces such as Istanbul, Izmir and Adana (4, 5). Therefore, this trade makes a significant economic contribution to Türkiye's recycling sector. Moreover, this has become one of the practices used in waste management within the European Union. According to the European Environment Agency, after China's restrictions in 2018, the EU's plastic waste exports shifted particularly to Türkiye (3).
On the other hand, the rapid increase in the amount of plastic waste entering Türkiye has raised the issue that not all of it is recyclable or of high quality. For this reason, Türkiye banned the import of mixed plastic waste in 2021 and ensured that the waste was subjected to stricter control (6). Additionally, it has limited the import capacities of the facilities to a maximum of 50% (6). The Ministry of Environment, Urbanization and Climate Change of Türkiye stated that these practices are aimed at preventing the entry of 
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mixed plastics, which are likely to be contaminated with household waste, into the country and importing cleaner and higher quality waste (6).
Despite this, Türkiye's position in the EU plastic waste trade remains unchanged. According to the European Commission, Türkiye is an important OECD country to which the EU sends plastic waste. In fact, approximately 510 thousand tons of plastic waste was sent from the EU to Türkiye in 2025 (7).
The Political Economy of Global Plastic Waste Trade
One of the most important reasons why the plastic waste trade continues is that waste gains economic value when properly processed (1). Waste that is suitable for recycling can be used as secondary raw material for the production of new plastics. Therefore, international trade can provide economic benefits to countries that are advantageous in terms of cost and recycling capacity.
Similarly, these plastics are of considerable importance for Türkiye as well, since they provide raw material for recycling facilities. In addition, from the EU point of view, the export of plastic waste may offer much more favorable market conditions in some periods than the recycling of the same waste within the EU. The European Environment Agency supported this claim with the 19% increase in EU plastic waste exports in 2023 (3).
On the other hand, economic advantage and environmental cost may not be present simultaneously. If the quality of the waste is low or if it is contaminated, the recycling process becomes much more costly and complex. The OECD notes that in countries with insufficient capacity and supervision, this can lead to problems such as illegal storage, environmental infiltration or improper processing (1). In Türkiye, the European Commission stated in its assessment for 2026 that transparency, waste management monitoring and environmental damage prevention practices should be developed (7). Therefore, international trade policies need to be evaluated not only in terms of economic benefits, but also in terms of the distribution of costs and environmental liability.
Policy Recommendations
The plastic waste trade, which turned to Türkiye after the restrictions imposed by China, has revealed that in addition to creating economic opportunities, a more effective waste management is needed (1). In this context, Türkiye should monitor the pollution and quality levels of imported plastic waste more rigorously and prevent non-recyclable waste from entering the country. In addition, it should strengthen inspection and data systems that will enable monitoring of the process from the source of waste to the recycling center. Considering that the EU will ban the export of plastic waste to countries outside the OECD as of November 21, 2026, it is important to establish a more effective cooperation between the EU and Türkiye on data sharing and waste management (7, 8).
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