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Executive Summary

Plastic pollution presents a growing environmental and economic challenge across the East
African Community (EAC), degrading ecosystems, contaminating water bodies, and imposing
rising costs on public waste management systems. Recently, in the context of the Hormuz Strait
conflict, prices of plastic items have increased significantly, threatening affordability and food
security in Africa. While several EAC Partner States have adopted national bans and restrictions
on single-use plastics (SUPs), fragmented regulatory approaches and uneven enforcement have
significantly undermined their effectiveness, particularly in the context of porous borders and
cross-border trade.

In response to these challenges, EAC policymakers have proposed a harmonised regional
framework; the East African Community Prohibition of Manufacturing, Importation, Use and Sale
of Single Use Plastics Bill, 2026 (EAC SUP Bill). The Bill establishes a common list of prohibited SUP
products under Part I, Section 4, and introduces penalties aimed at curbing production,
importation, sale, and use across the region.

Drawing on trade data on plastics and non-plastic substitutes within and beyond the EAC, this
Policy Brief, authored by ALN Kenya and the Sustainable Manufacturing and Environmental
Pollution Programme (SMEP Programme) with contributions from UNCTAD argues that the EAC
SUP Bill represents not only an essential environmental intervention, but also a strategic trade
and industrial policy opportunity for employment and supply security of materials in East Africa.
Theregion's current dependence onimported plastics, and increasingly on imported substitutes,
exposes structural gaps in regional manufacturing, recycling capacity, and value addition. At the
same time, growing trade in sustainable alternatives signals untapped potential for local
production, job creation, and innovation.

To maximise the Bill's impact, this brief recommends that EAC Partner States undertake the
following;

a) fast-track the enactment and harmonised implementation of the EAC SUP Bill;

b) deploy targeted fiscal, trade, and industrial incentives to support domestic and regional
production of approved substitutes; and

c) strengthen regional coordination, border enforcement, and standards harmonisation to
facilitate trade in sustainable alternatives.

With coordinated implementation, East Africa can transform the challenge of plastic pollution
into an opportunity, advancing sustainable development, strengthening regional integration, and
positioning the EAC as a leader in trade-enabled circular economy solutions and serving as a
template for other world regions for coherent regional action.
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Background

Plastic pollution is not only a regional environmental threat, but also an urgent international
priority, calling for immediate steps towards addressing negative impacts on the ecosystems,
human health and sustainability. While Africa accounts for a relatively small share of global plastic
production (5%) and consumption (4%), the continent, including the East African region, is
acutely vulnerable to the escalating impacts of plastic pollution®. Per capita plastic consumption
in Africa, though lower than global averages, is steadily increasing, with projections indicating a
staggering rise to 165 million tonnes of plastic waste by 2030.2 A critical concern is the
widespread poor waste management practices across the continent, where over 80% of plastic
waste is mismanaged in most African countries. Research shows that 49.2% of plastic waste in
Africa comes from plastic packaging, while notingthatin 2015, Africa generated 19 million tonnes
of plastic waste, of which 17 million tonnes were mismanaged.®

In a move to demonstrate a globally shared commitment, the EAC is actively addressing plastic
pollution through innovative solutions. First, as part of its commitment to the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), specifically, SDG 14- Life Below Water, EAC, through various
initiatives, including the EAC Blue Economy Strategy, aims to reduce marine pollution, conserve
marine resources and promote a sustainable, integrated use of aquatic resources in a circular and
environmentally conscious manner.* Secondly, EAC is taking a regional approach to confront
plastic pollution, acknowledging that individual national efforts may be insufficient due to cross-
border trade and inconsistent enforcement.’

! Massa, G.M.; Archodoulaki, V.M., An Imported Environmental Crisis: Plastic Mismanagement in Africa.
Available at https://doi.org/10.3390/su16020672

2 The Conversation, African digital innovators are turning plastic waste into value — but there are gaps.
Available at https:/theconversation.com/african-digital-innovators-are-turning-plastic-waste-into-
value-but-there-are-gaps-188014

5 WWF, Plastic Pollution in Africa: Identifying Policy Gaps and Opportunities. Available at
https:/wwfafrica.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/wwf plastic pollution.pdf

4 United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA), 2023, Building a Blue Economy Strategy for the
East African Community. Available at https:/www.uneca.org/stories/building-a-blue-economy-strategy-
for-the-east-african-community

5 United Nations Conference for Trade and Development (UNCTAD), East African policymakers unite in
efforts to find a harmonised regional approach to beating plastic pollution. Available at
https://unctad.org/system/files/non-official-document/ditc-ted-04042023-Press release EAC-2.pdf
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As a collective, East Africa stands to benefit from the EAC SUP Bill's immense potential to
transition the region to a circular economy. Anchored in its Section 4, the Bill outlines a list of
prohibited single-use plastic (SUP) products. These include;

a)
b)
c)
d)

e)

f)

g)

h)

polythene and polypropylene (non-
woven) plastic bags
cutlery (forks, knives,
chopsticks);

plates and bowls;

plastic straws;

beverage stirrers;
balloons and sticks attached or
intended to support balloons;

food containers made of expanded
polystyrene;

cups for beverages, including their
covers and lids;

spoons,

i)

k)

Beverage containers used for beer,
wine, water, liquid refreshments,
juices and nectars, instant beverages
or milk, made of expanded
polystyrene, including their caps and
lids;

crisp packets, sweet and chocolate
wrappers, bread bags and
confectionary wrappers;

plastic sanitary items such as dental
floss and plastic cotton bud sticks;
and

any other single use plastic
prohibited by the Council by noticein
the Gazette.

This Policy Brief builds on EAC's potential by exploring the trade and policy opportunities
presented by sustainable plastic substitutes and alternatives, positioning the region to lead in

circular innovation.

The regional legislation promises not only better environmental management but also substantial

economic benefits, including significant GDP growth, creation of trade opportunities as well as

green jobs, offering a pathway for a “just transition” for affected communities.
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Understanding EAC Plastic Trade Landscape: A Comparative Analysis of Intra-and
Extra-Regional Flows

EAC countries have demonstrated leadership in legislative action against plastic pollution, with
Rwanda pioneering efforts as early as 2008. However, the effectiveness and scope of these
national frameworks vary significantly across the region.® Below is a table summarising the status
of national legislation and the effectiveness, and/or challenges in implementation.

Enforcemen Noted
Legislation/Year Scope of Ban t - Key Exemptions Effectlvenes.s/ChaIIen
Enacted Mechanisms gesin
/Penalties Implementation
Kenya 2017 bans on plastic GN No. 2334 General NEMA’ may Court challenges, low

bags (Gazette & 2356 ban Penalty is up authorise non- compliance, poor
Notices No. 2334 & plastic bags, to 4 years industrial awareness, weak
2356) GN No. 4858 imprisonme packaging coordination, and
2020 ban on plastics bans plastics nt or KES 4 materials used in enforcement gaps,
in protected areas in protected million in construction, especially in informal
(Gazeteo ey areas, Waste fines upon agriculture, tents, settlements.
4858) Management | conviction, machinery,

Regulations or both with household
2024 Waste restrict minimums packaging,
Management, Plastic | hazardous of notless garbage bags,
Packaging, and plastics, than 1 year caution tapes,
Extended Producer Plastic imprisonme | food and sanitary
Responsibility Packaging ntand not bags, and other
Regulations Regulations less than approved items.

ban KES 2 million

unapproved or both.

bags and

films, EPR

Regulations

mandate

producer-led

plastic waste

managemen

t

6 State of Affairs: Policies, Regulations and Laws that Address the Harmful Effects of Single Use Plastics in
the East African Community. Available at: https:/unctad.org/system/files/non-official-document/ditc-
ted-12042023-Single Use Plastics Report 2023-3.pdf

" National Management and Environmental Authority



https://unctad.org/system/files/non-official-document/ditc-ted-12042023-Single_Use_Plastics_Report_2023-3.pdf
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Uganda National Plastic Manufacture Plastic bags over Past efforts failed due
Environment Act, carrier bags rs and 30 microns are to political and
2019, Act 5 0f 2019 or plastic importers regulated, with economic factors, with

products must report exemptions for plastic bags still widely
made of annually to specific uses like produced, used locally,
polymers Uganda'’s food, medical, and smuggled across
of ethene NEMA. cosmetic, borders.
(polythene) Violators agricultural, and
and faceupto7 construction
propylene years in jail packaging as
(polypropyle orfinesofup | listedinthe9th
ne) below to 5,000 Schedule.
thirty currency
microns points
(individuals)
and 50,000
(corporates)

Tanzania The Environmental All plastic Violations Plastic or plastic Inconsistent
Management carrier bags, attract fines packaging for enforcement with
(Prohibition Of plastic from TZS medical services ongoing smuggling of
Plastic Carrier Bags wrappings 30,000to01 or industrial banned plastic bags
And Plastic Bottle and billion or products or across borders and
Cap Seals) beverages imprisonme construction widespread use of
Regulations, 2022 with plastic ntupto?2 industry or alternative plastic

bottle cap years, agricultural sector packaging materials.

S PRl CIrifeEE Affordable substitutes
on the processing or

are scarce, and

offense, sanitary and recycling faces
ranging from | waste challenges like
manufacturi management contamination and
ngto ) poor infrastructure.
possession

Rwanda Law N°57/2008 of Law 17 of Penalties Home Highly effective for
10/09/2008 relating 2019 include fines, compostable plastic bags, streets
to the prohibition of prohibits the confiscation, | plasticsand largely free from such
manufacturing, manufacturi and woven pollution due to strong
importation, use and ng, closures, polypropylene are political will, clear legal
sale of polythene importation, with stricter allowed with prior frameworks, public
bags in Rwanda use, and sale terms for approval. engagement,
Lewirelating ko the of plastic importers Imported goods enforcement, and
Prohibition of carry bags and waste in plastic support mechanisms.

and single- handlers. packagingincur
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Manufacturing, use plastic Repeat an environmental Rwanda till battles
Importation, Use items offenders levy. smuggling from DRC.
and Sale of Plastic pay double
Carry Bags and orface 1.5%
Single-use Plastic daily
ltems, Law 17 of interest.
2019 Offenders
must set up
recycling
systems.
Burundi Decret N°100/099 Prohibits the Customs The Environment Banned plastics
Du 08 Aout 2018 manufacture and border CS, with relevant remain widely used
,import, police ministries, due to weak
storage, oversee updates plastic enforcement, poor
sale, and use imports; the regulation import controls, and
of all plastic industry exemptions, limited sanctions.
bags and ministry which initially Costly alternatives,
other plastic monitors include abrupt enforcement,
packaging manufacturi biodegradable and low public
ng; and bags and plastics awareness hinder
internal used in medical, compliance.
affairs, industrial,
commerce, construction,
and research, and
environment educational
ministries sectors.
regulate sale
and use.
South Plastic carrier gabs N/A N/A N/A Current economic
Sudan banin 20158 challenges have made
implementation of the
ban less of a priority.
Inefficient
enforcement by the
government
DRC Democratic Republic Production, Offenders Bottles of water Lack of effective
of Congo Decree No. import, have 15 days and non-alcoholic controls, sanctions,

8 Available at https://unctad.org/system/files/non-official-document/ditc-ted-12042023-

Single_Use_Plastics Report_2023-3.pdf
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17/018 prohibiting marketing to comply beverages plastic and national
the production, and use of after and small jars coordination to
import, marketing bags, notification, used for the enforce the law.
and use of bags, sachets, or face fines packaging of Smuggling of banned
sachets, films, and films, and of 5-10 certain products, . o
plastics and a limited
other plastic other plastic million CDF food, and I
) ) ] availability of
packaging packaging and pharmaceuticals. alternatives.
additional TBC
penalties
based on the
breach's
severity.

Table 1: Summary of National Plastic Legislation in East African Community (EAC) Member States

Plastic Trade Flows in and Beyond East Africa

Under the background of regional efforts to harmonise legislation against single-use plastics, this
section examines equivalent Harmonised System (HS) Codes which represent products in
proximity to the listed single-use plastic (SUP) products proposed for prohibition under section 4
of the EAC SUP Bill. Those are also compared against viable and market-proven substitutes, as
shown in Table 2.

Unlike SUPs, biodegradable® and reusable alternatives such as paper, cloth, bamboo, wood and
standards-backed bio-based and biodegradable plastics present lower lifecycle emissions,
reduce land and marine waste, and support circular economy models. These alternatives also
open new markets, stimulate innovation, and generate green jobs across manufacturing,
packaging, waste processing, and logistics sectors.

Data limitations must be acknowledged, specifically noting the unavailability of trade data for
South Sudan and Somalia. Drawing on reported international trade data from UNCTAD, these
brief analyses both intra-EAC and extra-EAC trade trends in both plastics and non-plastic
substitutes to identify current market dependencies, substitution gaps, and trade opportunities
for environmentally friendly alternatives. The findings make a strong case for substituting
harmful plastics with readily available materials that can significantly reduce persistent
environmental pollution, aligning environmental sustainability with economic opportunity.

9 Section 2 of the EAC SUP Bill definition of “bio-degradable” means a material or item that has “the ability
to break down or which can decompose back into the natural environment without causingharm.”
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Target Goods* HS 2022 Code HS2022 Description Macro Category
330620 Oral or dental hygiene preparations; | Single-use plastics
yarn used to clean between the teeth
(dental floss)
Food containers made of | 392310 Plastics; boxes, cases, crates and | Single-use plastics
expanded polystyrene similar articles for the conveyance or
packing of goods
Polyethylene  bags; Crisp | 392321 Ethylene polymers; sacks and bags | Single-use plastics
packets, sweet and chocolate (including cones), for the conveyance
wrappers, bread bags and or packing of goods
confectionary wrappers
Polypropylene  (non-woven) | 392329 Plastics; sacks and bags (including | Single-use plastics
bags; Crisp packets, sweet and cones), for the conveyance or
chocolate wrappers, bread packing of goods, of plastics other
bags and confectionary than ethylene polymers
wrappers - all other goods
Beverage containers used for | 392330 Plastics; carboys, bottles, flasks and | Single-use plastics
beer, wine, water, liquid similar articles, for the conveyance
refreshments, juices and or packing of goods
nectars, instant beverages or
milk, made of expanded
polystyrene, including their
caps and lids*
Covers, caps and lids for cups | 392350 Plastics; stoppers, lids, caps and | Single-use plastics
for beverages and beverage other closures, for the conveyance
containers (beer, wine, water, or packing of goods
juices etc.)*
Cutlery (forks, knives, spoons, | 392410 Plastics; tableware and kitchenware | Single-use plastics
chopsticks); Plates and bowls;
Plastic = straws; Beverage
stirrers; Cups for beverages
Sanitary items, plastic cotton | 560121 Wadding; other articles thereof, of | Single-use plastics
bud sticks cotton
Polyethylene bags 630533 Sacks and bags; of a kind used for the | Single-use plastics
packing of goods, of man-made
textile materials, of polyethylene or
polypropylene strip or the like, not
flexible intermediate bulk containers




9
orveP

Environmental Pollution

Sustainable Manufacturing and

ALhI%%
KENYA I8
Anjarwalla & Khanna

Tableware and kitchenware, | 441912 Tableware and kitchenware, of | Substitutes and
bamboo wood; of bamboo, chopsticks alternatives
Tableware and kitchenware, | 441919 Tableware and kitchenware, of | Substitutes and
bamboo wood; of bamboo, n.e.c. in heading | alternatives
4419
Tableware and kitchenware, | 441920 Tableware and kitchenware, of | Substitutes and
tropical wood wood; of tropical wood alternatives
Tableware and kitchenware, | 441990 Tableware and kitchenware, of | Substitutes and
other wood wood; not of bamboo or tropical | alternatives
wood
Sacks and bags, paper 481930 Paper and paperboard; sacks and | Substitutes and
bags of paper, paperboard, cellulose | alternatives
wadding or fibres, having a base of a
width of 40cm or more
Sacks and bags, paper 481940 Paper and paperboard; sacks and | Substitutes and
bags, including cones, of paper, | alternatives
paperboard, cellulose wadding or
fibres, having a base width less than
40cm
Packing containers, paper 481950 Paper and paperboard; packing | Substitutes and
containers, including record sleeves, | alternatives
of paper, paperboard, cellulose
wadding or fibres, n.e.c. in heading
no. 4819
Table and kitchenware, | 482361 Paper and paperboard; trays, dishes, | Substitutes and
bamboo paper plates, cups and the like, of bamboo | alternatives
paper or paperboard
Table and kitchenware, paper | 482369 Paper and paperboard; trays, dishes, | Substitutes and
plates, cups and the like, of paper or | alternatives
paperboard other than of bamboo
Jute bags 630510 Sacks and bags; of a kind used for the | Substitutes and
packing of goods, of jute or of other | alternatives
textile bast fibres of heading no.
5303
Cotton bags 630520 Sacks and bags; of a kind used for the | Substitutes and

packing of goods, of cotton

alternatives
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Beverage containers, glass 701090 Glass; carboys, bottles, flasks, jars, | Substitutes and
pots, phials and other containers of | alternatives
glass, (not ampoules), used for the
conveyance or packing of goods

Paper-backed aluminium foil 760720 Aluminium; foil, backed with paper, | Substitutes and

paperboard, plastics or similar | alternatives
backing materials, of a thickness
(excluding any  backing) not
exceeding 0.2mm

Plastic waste 391510 Ethylene polymers; waste, parings | SUP waste
and scrap

Plastic waste 391520 Styrene polymers; waste, parings | SUP waste
and scrap

Plastic waste 391530 Vinyl chloride polymers; waste, | SUP waste

parings and scrap

Plastic waste 391590 Plastics n.e.c. in heading no. 3915; | SUP waste

waste, parings and scrap

Table 2. List of HS codes 2022 covering selected single-use plastic products proposed for prohibition under
EAC draft SUP bill, and their potential substitutes and alternatives

Target goods in the category "Single-use plastics" are listed in section 4 of the EAC SUP Bill. Target goods
in the categories "Substitutes and alternatives" and "SUP waste" were jointly identified by UN Trade and
Development and ALN.

EAC's trade in the selected SUPs and their substitutes is characterised by substantial
consumption. UNCTAD data flows show that in 2022, EAC imports of SUPs, both intra-EAC and
from the rest of the world, depict an alarming rate of plastic product demand and consumptionin
East Africa. Thisis a direct consequence of expanding populations, risingincome levels, increased
urbanisation, and general industrial development across the region.!® For instance, considering
only products mentioned in Table 2, Kenya led the region with single-use plastic imports valued
at USD 40 million. Tanzania followed with SUP imports worth USD 35 million, while the
Democratic Republic of Congo recorded USD 33 million. Rwanda and Uganda registered imports
valued at USD 25 million and USD 20 million, respectively, with Burundiat USD 17 million.

O WWF, The Economic case for a Circular Plastics Economy in Africa. Available at
https://africa.panda.org/?40123/The-economic-case-for-a-circular-plastics-economy-in-Africa
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Table 3. imports of Single-use plastics vs Substitutes in East African Countries

The high numbers in importation of SUPs from and beyond EAC, as shown in Table 3, suggest a
pervasive issue of EAC's strong reliance on external markets for its plastic supply, positioning the
region primarily as a consumer rather than a major producer of virgin plastics. Imported products
inevitably become waste, and the existing local waste management and recycling infrastructures
are largely insufficient. This contributes to widespread plastic pollution amid poor waste
management in the EAC, driven, inter alia, by weak law enforcement.

Despite several national bans, large volumes of SUPs also enter EAC countries though informal
trade, underscoring the urgent need for a unified regional framework to regulate single use plastics
and close this policy gap.
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For instance, Kenya's stringent plastic bag ban is continuously challenged by the influx of
smuggled bags from neighbouring Uganda.'* In Uganda, plastic bags remain common, making it
relatively easy for them to be informally transported across porous borders into Kenya.?
Similarly, Rwanda, despiteits reputation as one of Africa's cleanest nations due to its strict plastic
ban, constantly battles smuggling activities from the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC),
Tanzania, Uganda, and Burundi.'®* The impact of this illegal plastic trade is multifaceted as it not
only negates the effectiveness of national bans but also leads to a loss of potential fiscal revenue
for governments, while perpetuating environmental pollution. Moreover, it creates an unfair
competitive environment for local businesses that comply with the bans and invest in sustainable
alternatives. The influx of SUPs into EAC markets is driven by strong demand for convenience,
versatility, low cost and recyclability,’* and further exacerbated by weak and inconsistent
regulatory enforcement across borders,'® which limits the effectiveness of national policies.

From a policy standpoint, there is an urgent need to adopt a regional approach to regulating the
inflow of SUPs and strengthening border controls. Without concerted action, the effectiveness
of national control measures on plastics may be weakened.

Policymakers must therefore view the importation of SUPs not simply as a trade metric but as a red
flag; one that underscores the necessity of fast-tracking the implementation of the regional
legislation to eliminate harmful and unnecessary plastics and promote the uptake of sustainable
alternatives. A shift toward regulating trade in plastics is not just an environmental imperative but a
socio-economic one that safeguards the well-being of future generations.

Rewriting the Trade Script: A Regional Pivot to Material Substitutes

On the flipside, East Africa is emerging as a hub for innovation in packaging and material
alternatives. Even with the transition facing its own challenges, the trade in substitutes and
alternatives to single-use plastics poses significant trade opportunities for the region. Individual
governments play an important role in providing market signals to at the same time control
avoidable SUPs, and to enable other material options to scale.

According to UNCTAD data onintra- and extra-EAC trade in substitutes and alternatives to SUPs
in 2022, Tanzania led the region with exports worth USD 47 million and imports of USD 23 million.
Kenya followed, exporting substitutes valued at USD 37 million and importing USD 39 million.

1 Daily Nation Africa, 2022. Smuggling of plastic bags rife along Kenyan borders. Available at
https:/nation.africa/kenya/news/smuggling-of-plastic-bags-rife-along-kenyan-borders-study-reveals--
3760830

12 Daily Nation Africa, 2021. Nema blames Uganda border for single-use plastic bags menace. Available at
https:/nation.africa/kenya/counties/trans-nzoia/nema-blames-uganda-border-for-single-use-plastic-
bags-menace-3534236

3 Channel News Asia (CAN), 2022. In Focus: Experiencing Rwanda's plastic bag ban, and whether
Singapore could adopt a similar approach. Available at https:/www.channelnewsasia.com/world/plastic-
bag-ban-charge-waste-rwanda-2767096

14 The East Africa, 2020. Rethinking plastics: Role of policies in resolving East Africa's waste. Available at
https:/www.theeastafrican.co.ke/tea/news/east-africa/rethinking-plastics-role-of-policies-in-
resolving-east-africa-s-waste--1315712

15 Omondi, I., & Asari, M. (2023). Impact of policy design on plastic waste reduction in Africa. Sustainability,
16(1), 4. https://doi.org/10.3390/su16010004

b
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Burundi recorded USD 3 million in exports and USD 9 million in imports. Rwanda exported USD
0.95 million and imported USD 30 million, while the Democratic Republic of Congo exported USD
0.92 million against imports of USD 32 million. These figures signal a growing regional
engagement in the trade of sustainable alternatives, even though imbalances persist.

Table 4 further reveals that there is a missed economic opportunity in EAC's transition towards
sustainability due to the visible imbalance between imports and exports of plastic substitutes.
While the exports of substitutes and alternatives from countries like Kenya and Tanzania are at
least as high as their imports, the majority, including Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi and the
Democratic Republic of Congo, remain heavily dependent on imported substitutes (see also
Table 3).

50
45
40
35
30
25
20
15

10

. N =

United Rep. of Kenya Uganda Burundi Rwanda Dem. Rep. of
Tanzania the Congo

USD Millions (2022)
w

B Single use plastics M Susbtitutes and alternatives

Table 4. Intra & Extra EAC exports of single-use plastics vs. substitutes and alternatives

Furthermore, EAC's limited plastic-waste recycling infrastructure® and low capacities for value
addition in substitutes undermine the overarching objective of the EAC SUP Bill- to boost local
innovation and promote sustainable circular economy models that are less reliant on plastics.’

6 The role of regulation and policies in the push for a circular economy: The case of East Africa
Community. Available at https:/www.sustainabilitymea.com/the-role-of-requlation-and-policies-in-
the-push-for-a-circular-economy-the-case-of-east-africa-
community/#:~:text=A%?20unified%?20requlatory%20framework%?20across,a%20more%?20predictable
%20business%?20environment.

17 United Nations Conference for Trade and Development (UNCTAD), East African policymakers unite in
efforts to find a harmonised regional approach to beating plastic pollution. Available at
https://unctad.org/system/files/non-official-document/ditc-ted-04042023-Press release EAC-2.pdf
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The negative effects of over-reliance on imports not only stifles local industry development but also
trickles down to forfeiture of potential employment and investment opportunities in the green trade.

To reverse this trade pattern, national and regional stakeholders must prioritise strengthening
regional value chains for production and value addition of non-plastic substitutes, support
related SMEs and facilitate cross-border trade in non-plastic substitutes through harmonised
standards and targeted policy incentives across the EAC.'®

Greening Trade: A Just Transition to a Circular Plastics Economy

The transition away from single-use plastics will inevitably disrupt segments of the primary
plastics sector across EAC Partner States. However, Article 15 of the EAC SUP Bill explicitly
provides for a transitional compliance period of up to three years, during which affected actors
are expected to adapt their operations. It states, verbatim;

“The Council shall by notice in the Gazette determine the period not exceeding three years from
the commencement of this Act, during which persons engaged in manufacturing, sale, import and
use of single-use plastics prohibited by the Act shall transition into compliance with the provisions of
this Act.”

Within this transition window, Partner States retain policy space to adopt progressive support
measures aimed at mitigating short-term disruptions while enabling longer-term economic
adjustment.

International experience and regional studies indicate that a managed transition away from linear
plastics production can result in net employment gains, particularly in recycling, materials
substitution, logistics, and related service sectors. Economic modelling studies for African
countries, including Kenya, indicate that a shift towards a circular plastics economy by 2050 will
generate more economic activity and create more jobs than a business-as-usual scenario.®
Informal waste workers, women and youth-led enterprises, and SMEs stand to benefit where
transition measures deliberately integrate them into emerging value chains for collection,
sorting, recycling, and alternative materials. °

18 SMEP Programme (2025) Plastic Reduction and Management: Regional Policies and Standards on
biodegradation and compostability in East and West Africa.

1 WWF, The Economic case for a Circular Plastics Economy in Africa. Available at
https:/africa.panda.org/?40123/The-economic-case-for-a-circular-plastics-economy-in-Africa

20 WWF Report, Economic Case for a Circular Plastics Economy in Africa: Findings and Recommendations for
Cote D'lvoire, Kenya and South Africa. Available at

economic_case for a circular_plastics economy_in_africa.pdf
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Table 5. Top 5 substitutes to single use plastics traded within and beyond the EAC

Five SUP substitutes top the import and export trading within and beyond the EAC market,
namely glass beverage containers, jute bags, paper-backed aluminium foil, paper sacks and bags
(base width more than 40cm), and paper packing containers, with HS Codes in Table 2.
Furthermore, most of the trade in substitutes happens within the EAC region, with Uganda being
a top destination of exports of all the 5 goods: 21% of glass beverage containers, 31% of paper
sacks and bags (base width more than 40cm) and 45% of paper-backed aluminium foil.
Nevertheless, important volumes of goods are also shipped to non-EAC countries, such as Egypt
and Pakistan, which absorb 57% of EAC paper packing containers and 30% of EAC jute bags
exports in USD terms, respectively. Looking at the import side, the patterns for the top 5
substitutes show more variation, with 46 % of paper sacks and bags (base width more than 40cm)
and 75% of paper packaging imports originating in Kenya.
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Conclusion and Recommendation

The transition to a plastic-free East Africa, as underpinned by the EAC SUP Bill and further
strengthened by trade in sustainable plastic alternatives/ substitutes, presents not only a
necessary environmental response, but also a strategic economic opportunity for the region.
Trade data analysed in this brief reveal a clear paradox: while East Africa has begun restricting
single-use plastics domestically, it remains heavily dependent on imports of both plastics and
their substitutes. This dependence reflects structural weaknesses in regional manufacturing,
recycling capacity, and standards alignment, but it also highlights a significant opportunity for
policy-driven industrial transformation. To convert environmental regulation into economic
value, EAC Partner States should treat the implementation of the SUP Bill as a catalyst for
developing regional value chains in sustainable packaging and material substitutes. This requires
combining regulatory controls with targeted trade and investment measures, including the
strategic use of Special Economic Zones, harmonised standards, and incentives for SMEs and
green manufacturing, as discussed below.

i. Leveraging Special Economic Zones

Despite the formidable challenges, East Africa possesses significant opportunities to transition
towards a robust circular plastics economy, leveraging both strategic investments and
burgeoning local innovations. Initially, the EAC SUP Bill provided for awareness-raising measures
and incentives during the transitional period and requires each Partner State to take measures to
inform and incentivise consumers, producers, retailers, manufacturers, and suppliers about
them.?! This Policy Brief particularly encourages and recommends that Partner States promote
the establishment and use of Special Economic Zones (SEZs) as strategic hubs for the
production, distribution, and innovation of environmentally sound and sustainable alternatives to
SUPs. The regional legislation should propose offering targeted incentives such as tax holidays,
customs duty exemption, fast-tracked licensing, and dedicated infrastructure support for
businesses engaged in the manufacture orimportation of approved substitutes within SEZs.

In the spirit of trade, SEZs offer a strategic avenue for promoting sustainable packaging
manufacturing and attracting green investments across East Africa. These zones are designed to
attract foreign direct investment, boost exports, and create jobs by providing a favourable
business environment with various incentives. Rwanda's Bugesera Special Economic Zone
(BSEZ), for instance, presents a compelling opportunity for investors in the paper packaging
industry, specifically focusing on sustainable solutions like cardboard boxes and paper
packaging.?? The BSEZ leverages Rwanda's strategic location and connectivity to regional
markets, offering a launchpad to cater to both the growing Rwandan market and the broader East
African potential. Investors can establish sustainable paper packaging production facilities within
the BSEZ, utilising readily available raw materials and benefiting from government incentives
tailored for special economic zones. Rwanda's long-term ambitions include developing its SEZs
and industrial parks with increased incentives for green growth, aiming for "zero waste,

21 Article 22, Part 4 of the EAC SUP Bill 2023 (post private sector engagement).
22 Africa For Investors, Packaging, Busegera Special Economic Zone (BSEZ). Available at
https://africaforinvestors.com/sectors/packaging/rwanda/Bugesera-Special-Economic-Zone-BSEZ
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promoting lower-impact materials, and encouraging onsite renewable energy generation for
manufacturing that serves both local and export markets.?*

Similarly, Kenya's Special Economic Zones Authority (SEZA) is actively working to create a hassle-
free business environment for investors.?* SEZs in Kenya offer comprehensive administrative
incentives such as a single operating license, one-stop shop services for rapid project approval
and licensing, and a liberalised foreign exchange regime allowing easy repatriation of capital and
profits. These zones also provide work permit entitlements and exemptions from various local
government fees, making them attractive for green industries.?®

Tanzania also utilises Export Processing Zones (EPZs) and SEZs to attract both foreign and
domestic direct investments, including in sectors like chemical, paper, and plastics. These zones
offer generous fiscal incentives, such as exemption from corporate tax for an initial period,
exemption from withholding tax on rent, dividends, and interest, and remission of customs duty
and VAT on imported administrative vehicles and equipment.?® To qualify, investments must be
new, meet annual export turnover thresholds, have adequate environmental protection systems,
and utilise modern production processes. By strategically developing and promoting SEZs with
specific incentives for sustainable packaging and circular economy businesses, East African
countries can attract the necessary investment, foster local manufacturing, and create green
jobs, thereby accelerating their transition to a plastic-free future.

ii. Re-introduce Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) on the regional scale

Essentially, EPR?’ should be positioned as a core complementary instrument to the EAC SUP Bill,
addressing plastic products and packaging that remain in circulation while reinforcing the Bill's
transitional objectives. Although several EAC Partner States have introduced national EPR
frameworks, these regimes remain fragmented in scope, ambition, and enforcement, creating
uneven compliance obligations for producers operating across borders. This fragmentation risks
regulatory arbitrage and weakens national bans, particularly in the context of crossAdorder trade
in plastic packaging. A coordinated regional approach to EPR would therefore enhance the
effectiveness of the SUP Bill by ensuring that environmental responsibility is internalised across
the value chain, while reducing compliance complexity and strengthening regulatory coherence
within the EAC Single Market.

3 Republic of Rwanda Climate change, Green Industry and Private Sector Participation. Available at
https://climatechange.gov.rw/updates/details?tx news pil%5Baction%5D=detail&tx news pil1%5Bcon
troller%5D=News&tx news pil%5Bnews%5D=501&cHash=63fedd8ealf3b17040b230f5b84a5b03

24 Republic of Kenya, Special Economic Zone (SEZ) Authority, Administrative Incentives. Available at
https:/sezauthority.go.ke/administrative-incentives

25 Republic of Kenya, National Treasury and Economic Planning, Draft National Green Fiscal Incentives
Policy Framework 12/2022. Available at https:/www.treasury.go.ke/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Draft-
Green-Fiscal-Incentives-Policy-Framework.pdf

26 The United Republic of Tanzania, Tanzania Investment Centre, Economic Zone. Available at
https:/www.tic.go.tz/pages/economic-zone

27 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2024). Extended Producer
Responsibility: Basic Facts and Key Principles. OECD Publishing.
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During the transitional period provided for under Article 15 of the EAC SUP Bill, EPR schemes
should be strategically deployed to incentivise material substitution and progressive compliance.
By requiring producers and importers to bear the end4f4ife costs of permitted plastic products,
EPR mechanisms can accelerate shifts in product design, packaging choices, and sourcing
decisions in favour of reusable, recyclable, or nonlastic alternatives.?® Ecoznodulated EPR fees,
where lower fees apply to approved sustainable substitutes, can further align waste regulation
with trade and industrial policy, lowering barriers to entry for sustainable packaging
manufacturers and encouraging regional investment in alternative materials. In this way, EPR
functions not merely as a waste management tool, but as a marketzdased lever that supports the
economic transition underpinning the SUP Bill.

Regionally aligned EPR systems also offer an opportunity to strengthen enforcement, inclusion,
and data4iriven policymaking across the EAC. Harmonised reporting and producer responsibility
obligations can generate reliable data on plastic flows, recovery rates, and leakage points,
supporting riskzased border controls and curbingillicit trade in prohibited plastics. At the same
time, wellZlesigned EPR schemes can integrate informal waste workers, cooperatives, and SMEs
into plastics collection and recovery systems, ensuring that the transition away from singleZdise
plastics does not exacerbate social vulnerabilities.?® A coordinated EPR framework would
therefore reinforce the environmental objectives of the SUP Bill while supporting inclusive
economic adjustment, regional integration, and the development of resilient circular value
chains.

iii. Innovation in Sustainable Packaging and Alternatives

EAC is notably emerging as a hub for innovation in sustainable packaging and alternatives,
developing diverse eco-friendly materials and solutions. One promising area is seaweed-based
solutions. Companies like East Africa Seaweeds Limited (EASL), a pioneering aquaculture
company based in Kenya, is dedicated to transforming the coastal economy of Kenya through
sustainable seaweed cultivation and processing.*® EALS notes that it has sourced seaweed in
Kwale 14 times, amounting to about 130 tons. The seaweed was sourced from 1,100 farmers in
Kibuyuni, Mkwiro, Funzi, and Gazi, all within Kwale County. Seaweed is an attractive resource
because it grows rapidly, requires no freshwater, land, or fertiliser, actively captures carbon, and
is abundantly available. Further, trade in Seaweed-based alternatives facilitates the shift to
sustainable materials by making them more accessible in regions previously scarce.®!

28 United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) (2025). Reducing Plastic Pollution through Extended
Producer Responsibility.

2% United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) (2024). Fair and Inclusive Extended Producer
Responsibility (EPR) in the Global South. IKHAPP Policy Brief Series.

30 East Africa Seaweeds Limited, Aquaculture and Seaweed Cultivation. Available at
https:/www.eastafricaseaweeds.com/

31 Formenti, L., & Pacini, H., Trading Our Way Out of Plastic Pollution: The Role of Sustainable Substitutes and
Alternatives, November 2024. Available at https:/tessforum.org/latest/trading-our-way-out-of-plastic-
pollution-the-role-of-sustainable-substitutes-and-alternatives
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Another significant development is cassava bioplastics. Research initiatives in Uganda, Tanzania,
and Rwanda are exploring the conversion of cassava biowaste into biodegradable plastic films.>?
These films exhibit properties similar to traditional plastics and demonstrate rapid
decomposition, reportedly within eight days in composting environments. This leverages a
locally abundant crop for a sustainable solution.

Beyond these, alternatives made from plant fibres, cassava starch, and other organic materials
are under development. In Kenya, traditional carrier bags crafted from materials like sisal, palm
leaves, papyrus, and baobab have experienced a resurgence in popularity to fill the void left by the
ban on SUP bags. Reports show that it is common to see people carrying these bags in
supermarkets and grocery shops. While these bags cost more than plastic bags, the price
encourages a culture of reuse instead of a use-and-dump mentality, thus promoting more
sustainable habits. Another popular option is cotton fabric bags, often called kitenge bags. These
bags have gained traction among both urban and semi-urban populations and are eco-friendly
and biodegradable.**

iv.  Strengtheningthe role of standards bodies

Regional trade agreements offer a powerful mechanism to support circularity. These agreements
canincorporate specific provisions for developing regional standards for secondary materials and
goods, thereby shaping industrial development across the EAC towards more circular practices.
The EU-EAC Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA), forinstance, already aims to eliminate non-
tariff barriers in intra-EAC trade, which could be leveraged to facilitate trade in sustainable
alternatives.®® Furthermore, regional and national standards bodies play a pivotal role in
facilitating the trade and adoption of sustainable packaging alternatives across East Africa. By
developing and harmonising standards, these bodies ensure product quality, safety, and
compatibility, which are crucial for building trust and enabling seamless cross-border trade in
eco-friendly materials.>®

National standards bodies like the Kenya Bureau of Standards (KEBS) and the Tanzania Bureau of
Standards (TBS) are promoting sustainable packaging. KEBS has set new rules for eco-friendly
Kraft paper packaging, defining how it should be tested and limiting pollutants. They have also
developed standards for recycled polyethene terephthalate (rPET) to ensure they are safe for
food contact.*® TBS also contributes by setting standards for materials like glass and providing
guidelines for eco-design. Their mission is to promote quality and safety in business and industry
through services like certification and testing.

32 National Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation, Cassava Biowaste Could be a
Gamechanger in the Development of Bioplastics as Eco-friendly Packaging Materials. Available at
https:/www.nacosti.go.ke/2023/06/20/cassava-biowaste-could-be-a-gamechanger-in-the-
development-of-bioplastics-as-eco-friendly-packaging-materials/

33 Heinrich Boll Stiftung, Nairobi, Plastic bags menace: What are the Alternatives? Available at
https:/ke.boell.org/en/2022/10/18/plastic-bags-menace-what-are-alternatives

34 EAC-EU Economic Partnership Agreements. Available at https:/www.eac.int/epa

EPA- East African Community. Available at https:/trade.ec.europa.eu/access-to-
markets/en/content/epa-east-african-community

%5 United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), How Smuggling Threatens to Undermine Kenya's
Plastic Bag Ban. Available at https:/www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/how-smuggling-threatens-
undermine-kenyas-plastic-bag-ban

36 KEB publishes new rules for environmentally friendly paper packaging. Available at
https:/expogr.com/detail news.php?newsid=6194&pageid=2
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The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) also emphasises the importance of identifying
African standardisation priorities and promoting the development and harmonisation of
standards for identified priority products. This broader continental effort complements regional
initiatives within the EAC. By establishing clear, harmonised standards for sustainable packaging
materials and products, these bodies reduce technical barriers to trade, foster consumer
confidence, and encourage manufacturers to invest in and produce alternatives that meet
regional quality benchmarks. This, in turn, facilitates the movement of sustainable goods across
EAC borders, accelerating the transition to a circular economy.

This policy brief recommends a just transition towards plastic substitutes in a way that ensures
the pursuit of sustainable development goals, alongside social equity and inclusion. This
particular transition model will support the creation of new jobs, empower entrepreneurs, and
stimulate domestic manufacturing capacities to produce alternative materials and products that
are essential to reduce the region's reliance on plastics. Additionally, material substitution
coupled with local productive capacities development can mitigate foreign exchange pressure
and increase the resilience of local supply chains. To achieve these benefits, the EAC must first
enact the EAC SUP Bill into law to ensure uniform implementation and enforcement across all
Partner States, thereby creating a cohesive regional market for plastic substitutes and
alternatives.

Ultimately, the effectiveness of the EAC SUP Bill will depend not only on prohibitions but on
whether Partner States act collectively to create a predictable regional market for sustainable
alternatives. By doing so, the EAC can reduce plastic leakage, strengthen regional integration,
stimulate domestic production, and advance a moreresilient and inclusive development pathway.
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About ALN Kenya

ALN Kenya is one of the leading corporate law firms in Kenya and is the largest full-service
corporate law firm in East Africa. The firm is the founding member of ALN, an alliance of
preeminent full-service corporate law firms currently in 15 African countries and the UAE.
The Alliance provides clients with seamless practical and business-focused legal,
advisory and transactional services across Africa. It specialises in blending deep local
knowledge and reach with sector-specific expertise, to successfully guide clients in
navigating locally and across borders.

About SMEP Programme

The Sustainable Manufacturing and Environmental Pollution (SMEP) Programme is
funded by UK International Development and is implemented in partnership with the UN
Trade and Development (UNCTAD) who provide technical support. UK International
Development have appointed a Project Management Agent (PMA) to manage
programme delivery. The PMA comprises a consortium partnership between Pegasys
and SouthSouthNorth.

The views expressed and information contained in this document (including any maps and
their respective borders) are not necessarily those of, or endorsed by, the UK government,
UNCTAD or the entities managing the delivery of SMEPR, which can accept no responsibility or
liability for such views, completeness, or accuracy of the information or any reliance placed
on them.
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