


Executive summary 

Southeast Asia has seen the problem of plastic waste grow in
urgency as fast-paced urbanization, a reliance on single-use plastic
products, and continued plastic production have made plastic a
convenient choice for its population of over 650 million people. The
region is also a major contributor to plastic pollution in oceans:
according to a 2017 report by the Ocean Conservancy and the
McKinsey Center for Business and Environment, only five countries
produce all of the world’s plastic waste harming marine life. China is
one of them, and the remaining four are in Southeast Asia: Indonesia,
Malaysia, Philippines, and Vietnam. World Bank data from April 2021
shows that only 25 percent of the material value of plastic in
Malaysia, Philippines, and Thailand is recycled and recovered.  
 
Plastic does not only impact marine biodiversity; it also contributes to
climate change. Over 99 percent of plastics, after all, are made from
chemicals sourced from fossil fuels, resulting in greenhouse gas
emissions at every phase of their lifecycle. A report by the Center for
International Environmental Law (CIEL) shows that greenhouse gas
emissions from plastics impede the Paris Agreement’s goal to cap
the global temperature increase at 1.5 degrees Celsius. According to
CIEL data, if plastic production continues at its current pace, by 2030,
annual emissions from plastic production and incineration could
reach 1.34 billion tons — an amount that is equivalent to emissions
produced by 300 new 500-megawatt coal-fired power plants. By 2050,
emissions could increase to over 2.75 billion metric tons per year.  
 
The World Economic Forum has sounded a similar warning: as of
2019, 4 to 8 percent of annual global oil consumption is associated
with plastics. If the world’s dependence on plastics stays the course,
20 percent of oil consumption will be traced back to plastics by 2050. 

https://oceanconservancy.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/full-report-stemming-the.pdf
https://blogs.worldbank.org/eastasiapacific/plastic-waste-growing-menace-and-wasted-opportunity
https://www.ciel.org/issue/fossil-fuels-plastic/
https://www.ciel.org/plasticandclimate/
https://www.ciel.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Plastic-and-Climate-Executive-Summary-2019.pdf
https://yaleclimateconnections.org/2019/08/how-plastics-contribute-to-climate-change/


Plastics were negatively framed across all Southeast Asian
countries studied. 

In Malaysia and Indonesia, over 90 percent of articles
analyzed framed plastics negatively.
In Vietnam and the Philippines, 100 percent of articles in
the sample depicted plastics as a problem. 

The COVID-19 pandemic did not lead to either increased
media coverage of plastics or a significant change in the
discourse. 

In the vast majority of the 750 articles published across
Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam, and the
Philippines that were analyzed, plastics were not at all
discussed in the context of the pandemic. 
For example, in Vietnam, only 3 percent of sampled
articles mentioned COVID-19. 

When COVID-19 was mentioned, it was mostly depicted as a
factor that increased the amount of plastic waste. 

In the case of Thailand, plastics were framed as
necessary for health reasons during the pandemic. 

Considering that climate change is one of the threats to long-
term stability in Southeast Asia, there is a need to address the
plastics problem with renewed urgency. While local governments
in the region have implemented plastic bans in the last few years,
the COVID-19 pandemic and its demand for personal protective
equipment — which are often made from plastic — have reversed
much of the progress on curbing plastic use.  
 
These realities, however, have not been explicitly depicted by the
media in the region. This study, which is a partnership between
Climate Tracker and Break Free from Plastic, aimed to assess
media coverage of plastics in Southeast Asia before and during
the COVID-19 pandemic. Below is an overview of the report’s
main findings:  
 

https://www.csis.org/blogs/new-perspectives-asia/southeast-asias-coming-climate-crisis


The detrimental environmental impact of plastics stood out
as a main theme in Vietnam and the Philippines. 

This trend was less pronounced in Malaysia and
Indonesia, where specific impacts were less likely to be
mentioned in the articles sampled. 
In Thailand, the social impact was highlighted as most
articles focused on how plastic-related policies will
change people’s behavior.  

While most articles mentioned specific policies, these were
mostly simple hard-news stories that reiterated official
statements and overlooked the ramifications of these
regulations. 

Among articles that featured a deeper dive into policies,
the focus was on either the lack of comprehensive policies
to combat plastic pollution (Thailand and Vietnam) or the
inadequate implementation of existing laws (Philippines). 

In-depth investigations or longform pieces were few and far
between, partly because of the mobility restrictions posed by
the pandemic. 

Journalists’ competing responsibilities also made on-the-
ground reporting more challenging. 

Journalists in Thailand and Vietnam lamented the lack of
local experts on the issue. 

They were reluctant to rely on international sources since
these reports often focused on the global outlook instead
of country-specific trends. 

The Philippines is an outlier in that environmental nonprofits
figured most prominently as primary sources in the articles
analyzed. 

This could be attributed to a relatively strong space for
civil society to thrive in the country and these groups’
accessibility to journalists. 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, and Vietnam relied mostly
on government sources.



Since media coverage focused on reducing plastic
consumption instead of production, there was a heavy
focus on individual responsibility and little scrutiny of
plastic producers. 

Articles had a tendency to emphasize citizens’
culpability in exacerbating plastic pollution, while
corporate initiatives to address plastic waste were
featured with little, if any, questioning. 
In Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam, and the Philippines,
business representatives were seen as either less
accessible or less able to provide substantive answers
to journalists.
Filipino journalists raised the issue of the potential loss
of advertising revenues as an impediment to conducting
more critical reporting on the subject.

Plastics were rarely, if at all, discussed in the context of
climate change. 

Articles on plastics, which largely focused on their
impact on marine life, were presented as divorced from
the larger issue of climate change.



Malaysia 
Free Malaysia Today 
New Straits Times 
Malay Mail 
The Borneo Post 
New Sarawak Tribune 
The Edge 
 
Indonesia 
Kompas 
The Jakarta Post 
Antara News 
Kalimantan Post 
Bali Post 
Mongabay Indonesia 
 
Thailand 
The Standard 
Bangkok Biz 
Thairath 
Chiang Mai News 
Songkhla Focus 
GreenNews 
 
Vietnam 
VN Express 
Lao Dong Newspaper 
Tuoi Tre Newspaper 
Da Nang Online 
Quang Ninh Newspaper 
Natural Resources and Environment Newspaper 

Annex: List of media outlets  
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Philippines 
Philippine Daily Inquirer and Inquirer.net 
The Philippine Star and Philstar.com 
CNNPhilippines.com 
SunStar 
MindaNews  
BusinessMirror 
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