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Abstract
Single-use plastics (SUPs) are increasingly polluting terres-
trial, coastal, and marine habits, contributing to the creep-
ing “plastic crisis.” The COVID-19 pandemic provided a 
window of opportunity for decision makers to change the 
degree of urgency and responsiveness to this crisis and for 
policy entrepreneurs and industry who are against reducing 
plastic consumption to influence decision makers to change 
their position on various plastic-related issues. Hygiene/health 
concerns have been used as a justification by governments and 
industry to increase the use of SUPs resulting in a reversal in, 
or a reprioritization of, policy decisions. Through the Multiple 
Streams Framework (MSF), I examine how creeping crises 
become secondary to urgent crises through agenda setting 
that is influenced and leveraged by policy entrepreneurs. I 
explore examples of such plastic policy decisions finding that 
they have been politically driven and influenced by entrepre-
neurs and industry rather than being primarily based on health 
concerns.
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The term “crisis” generally indicates a sudden event that requires urgent attention and focus. When 
sudden crises occur, such as natural disasters, people's lives are affected immediately, and govern-
ments are tasked with formulating an immediate response. A crisis can be defined “as a situation 
which threatens the high priority goals of the decision making, … restricts the amount of time avail-
able for response and surprises the members of the decision-making unit by its occurrence” (Ladi & 
Tsarouhas, 2020, p. 1043).

Policy making during a crisis becomes different to regular policy making as ready-made solutions 
are often not available and are rarely specific enough to address the unique situation at hand. A crisis 
can be used by governments in a variety of ways including: as a call to action, as an opportunity 
for positive change, as a rallying opportunity for collective action, as a means of exploitation (for 
instance, attacking political opponents), as a justification for silencing dissent, and/or as a means of 
directly attacking government and its policies (McConnell, 2020a). It can also provide a means of 
breaking through the policy agenda by framing a crisis as a critical reason for action, disrupting the 
routines of government (McConnell, 2020a).

Crises come in all shapes and forms. They can be local, regional, or global, and may be trans-
boundary in nature. Their timing, severity, and impact is unique to each event, sometimes lasting 
several years, while other events take time to be acknowledged that they are in fact a crisis. It is 
here that there is distinction between an “urgent” or sudden crisis, and a “creeping” (Mæland & 
Staupe-Delgado, 2020), “slow-onset” (Dolan, 2021), or “slow burning” (McConnell, 2003) crisis.

Marine plastic pollution is a complex governance problem needing urgent attention. Solutions are 
historically slow to be placed onto political agendas and when they do become policy, implementation 
is lengthy despite an urgency to roll out these solutions. The plastic pollution issue has been labeled as 
a wicked problem (Belontz et al., 2019; Landon-Lane, 2018) and a crisis (Nielsen et al., 2020; Vince 
& Stoett, 2018). It is a “creeping crisis” as it has slowly evolved over time without a well-defined start 
and ending, which is typical of wicked problems (Mæland & Staupe-Delgado, 2020).

The greatest challenge to date that has reprioritized policy and legislative responses aimed at 
reducing plastic pollution has been the advent of a more pressing and urgent crisis—the COVID-19 
pandemic. The pandemic has been referred to as a super wicked problem (Auld et al., 2021) and 
is universally considered an urgent crisis. This type of crisis can be unexpected, disrupt core func-
tions of institutions, and challenge dominant ideas and procedures (Ansell & Boin, 2019; Hannah 
& Baekkeskov, 2020). What distinguishes an urgent from a standard crisis is when the key actors 
recognize the existentialist threat of the crisis allowing them alternative ways to approach the crisis 
quickly with room to maneuver (Ladi & Tsarouhas, 2020). Two major events altered the levels of 
plastic consumption in early 2020, when the pandemic spread across the world. First, the levels of 
plastic use and associated waste increased exponentially (Parashar & Hait, 2021). Prior to COVID-19, 
it was estimated that 19–23 million tons of plastic enters the world's waterways each year (Borrelle 
et al., 2020). Given the increase in the demand for, and consumption of, single-use plastics (SUPs) 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, these figures are now considered conservative.

Second, policy agendas and government priorities changed. What was a priority for governments 
before the pandemic was no longer the main priority, and a creeping crisis such as plastic pollution has 
been widely regarded as secondary in importance to the urgency of addressing COVID-19. The versa-
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tility and cost effectiveness of plastic reinforced its importance in maintaining health and hygiene 
during the pandemic through, inter alia, personal protective equipment (PPE), shields for front-line 
workers, single-use shopping bags, and takeaway containers and coffee cups to stop the spread of the 
disease (Parashar & Hait, 2021). In addition to the plastic waste already in the environment, it was 
estimated that out of the 52 billion face masks produced in 2020, 1.56 billion face masks entered the 
ocean (Phelps Bondaroff & Cooke, 2020). SUP consumption of all types in that time increased by 250 
to 300% of pre-pandemic levels (da Costa, 2021).

From the outset, it appeared that government decisions regarding SUP items were a response to 
consumer demand for increased hygienic practices, safety, and for the greater good of the community. 
Within a short amount of time, many plastics laws and policies in numerous jurisdictions around the 
world had either been postponed or reprioritized with little consultation or limited notification (da 
Costa et al., 2020; Silva et al., 2020). I argue that entrepreneurs were influential in advocating the 
hygiene position and were able to successfully change political decision making and agendas, if only 
temporarily, to reflect a pro-plastic stance.

In this article, I analyze the Multiple Streams Framework (MSF) through the problem, policy, and 
politics streams. I examine entrepreneurs and their roles in influencing policy change while utilizing 
crises as focusing events. In the second part of this article, utilizing the MSF, I explore how entrepre-
neurs and industry were able to use the COVID-19 pandemic as a focusing event to influence decision 
makers to downgrade the importance of plastics pollution while using hygiene concerns to drive often 
nonrelated policy change.

AGENDA SETTING AND THE MULTIPLE STREAMS FRAMEWORK

In his seminal work, Kingdon (1984) developed the MSF, which has been used to understand agenda 
setting and the policy process (Béland, 2016). MSF includes a problem stream (attention lurches to a 
policy problem), policy stream (a solution to the problem is available), and a politics stream (decision 
makers have the motive and opportunity to turn a solution into policy) (Cairney & Jones, 2016). The 
problem stream includes indicators, focusing events, feedback (from policy and program monitoring), 
and load (where governments have a high load of problems so issues are blocked from getting onto 
the agenda) (DeLeo & Duarte, 2022). The policy stream in the MSF is where ideas are presented 
as solutions to the issues in the problem stream and there is competition between multiple actors 
to get their ideas to be recognized. The most politically attractive options are selected (DeLeo & 
Duarte, 2022). Ideas can shape the influence of policy problems (Hannah, 2018) and become “coali-
tion magnets” which appeal to a diversity of individual and groups and can be utilized by policy 
entrepreneurs to define a policy problem (Béland & Cox, 2016). Policy entrepreneurs include individ-
uals and groups from bureaucracy, financial institutions, academia, and interest groups such as think 
tanks and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (Anderson et al., 2020; Rozbicka & Spohr, 2016). 
Kingdon (1984, p. 122) argued that they could be “in or out of government, in elected or appointed 
positions, in interest groups or research organizations. But their defining characteristic, much as in 
the case of the business entrepreneur, is their willingness to invest their resources—time, energy, 
reputation, and sometimes money—in the hope of a future return.” Entrepreneurs help merge the 
three different MSF streams and shape policy change (Herweg et al., 2018; Mintrom et al., 2014). 
Coalition magnets made up of entrepreneurs are then used to frame interests, usually in the problem 
stream (Béland, 2016; Campbell, 2021), and build coalitions supporting a particular action. Coalition 
magnets are created when ideas are combined with power and decision makers can use these forms 
of ideas to frame their approaches (Béland & Cox, 2016). Key actors, such as policy entrepreneurs 
and decision makers, give these ideas legitimacy. Moreover, ideas bring together actors who may not 
always have the same objectives.

The political stream describes the political climate, the composition of government institutions, 
and the distribution of interest group power (DeLeo & Duarte, 2022; Herweg et al., 2018). Sudden 
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and urgent crises occur through focusing events that often impact the political agenda, particularly 
within the problem stream. Creeping crises, on the other hand, have more influence in the politics 
stream (Dolan, 2021). The COVID-19 crisis, however, as it continues to evolve from being “sudden” 
to an ongoing crisis, is constantly changing and moving from and between the policy and politics 
streams. Crises stay at the top of political agendas as long as the urgency requires. At the same time, 
it is difficult for governments to manage creeping crises further down the agenda (Carayannopoulos 
& McConnell, 2018).

Indicators in the problem stream are used to describe the data, quantify the problem, and can be 
used to draw decision-makers' attention to an idea or issue (DeLeo, 2018; DeLeo & Duarte, 2022). 
Indicators “are how actors identify and monitor potential problems, including metrics measuring the 
relative severity of a given problem” (Jones et al., 2016, p. 15). For both plastic pollution and COVID-
19 crises, data indicators have been integral in instigating policy change and getting issues onto the 
agenda. Policy entrepreneurs are needed to convince decision makers that small changes to indicators 
could result in a larger crisis (DeLeo & Duarte, 2022).

Focusing events or external unexpected shocks (Birkland, 1998) open policy windows to initiate 
policy change (Kingdon, 1984; Michaels et al., 2006). Focusing events become attached to problems 
during policy change (Jones et al., 2016). It is during this particular and specific point in time when 
the policy window opens that the three streams cross (Béland & Howlett, 2016). Focusing events can 
also have an ideational component where they can drive decision makers to address problems and 
issues that are highlighted through those events (Béland, 2016). Visible participants in the MSF (such 
as politicians, elected officials, and decision makers) are often influenced by policy entrepreneurs 
who raise public concern, come up with innovative solutions, and ensure laws and policies are passed 
(Anderson et al., 2020).

Entrepreneurs can create a perception that their ideas are new, innovative, and politically feasible 
(Anderson et al., 2020). They minimize the perceived risks and give policy makers the confidence 
needed to support the new policy or program. However, the extent of influence of entrepreneurs needs 
to be considered in context with the issue at hand and its conditions and the larger political environ-
ment (Mintrom, 2019; Mintrom et al., 2014; Oborn et al., 2011). By influencing and manipulating 
ideas, policy entrepreneurs have a role in imposing them in a way that can influence policy agendas. 
Entrepreneurs are integral in moving ideas within the policy agenda and toward becoming policy but 
under time constraints (Jones et al., 2016). However, ideas have little impact on politics unless polit-
ical actors support and promote them (Béland, 2005). Entrepreneurs on opposing sides of an issue 
or idea can then advocate for support from the visible MSF participants. Policy entrepreneurs can 
exploit multiple policy windows at a time and across different governance levels. This allows them to 
address national and global level problems instantaneously, increasing their international reputation 
(Rietig, 2021).

While the visible participants acknowledge that entrepreneurs are important, they are not always 
viewed as agents of change. They are seen by politicians and decision makers as “repositories of 
important information” that are willing to act and lead and empower others to act on important issues 
(Anderson et al., 2020, p. 606). While entrepreneurs are necessary in getting ideas onto the agenda, 
political actors hold the power and are needed to keep them there and for them to become policy 
(Béland & Cox, 2016). Therefore, the visible participants, together with entrepreneurs, are essential 
in each of the MSF streams.

URGENT AND CREEPING CRISES THROUGH THE MSF

Problem stream

Framing often occurs in the problem stream and it is crucial for understanding why decision makers 
choose to act on a certain issue and why that issue then progresses to policy development. If the issue 
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or idea is complex, as it often is in creeping crises, it is difficult for decision makers and the public to 
understand them (Béland, 2005) and framing is necessary. Creeping crises are often targets for framing 
contests where the nature and causes of the crisis are disputed (Boin et al., 2009; Dolan, 2021). Entre-
preneurs and the visible participants can be highly influential in framing contests.

Framing contests among decision makers are also used to interpret the crisis in a way that it 
suits their political goals (Boin, 2009; Maor, 2020). Often, other crises are seen more urgent and, 
when solutions emerge, they are based on the context of how the issue was framed (Mæland & 
Staupe-Delgado, 2020). Part of this framing is the sense of urgency that is missing from a creeping 
crisis and the sense of timeliness that decision makers have to act.

Urgent crises take over political agendas and gather immediate momentum starting at the problem 
stream and moving quickly through the policy and politics streams. They are also characterized by 
their high level of threat, risk, and uncertainty (McConnell, 2018, 2020a). Urgent crises typically arise 
quickly and are becoming more frequent in modern society (Boin, 2009; Maor, 2020).

Creeping crises, on the other hand, tend to be overlooked by governments and society until they 
reach a critical or breaking point (Shwom & Kopp, 2019). However, when the breaking point will occur 
is difficult to determine and they tend to linger in the problem stage. Whether a slow onset problem is 
in fact a crisis is disputed, particularly if there are no focusing events (McConnell, 2020a). Therefore, 
creeping crises are not always defined by focusing events; however, focusing events can influence them.

Policy stream

Governments that are faced with high uncertainty are time pressed to identify immediate solutions 
(Wenzelburger et al., 2019). Generally, urgency begins to wane when crises last multiple years and 
the general public question the level of urgency. It is difficult to capture a parallel sense of urgency 
in creeping crises and decision makers develop a false sense of timeliness to address the problem. “A 
false sense of timeliness” occurs when decision makers believe that they have ample time to address 
a crisis, when in reality the lack of action can cause multiple cumulative impacts. This fallacy can be 
contributed to decision makers recognizing that the crisis needs to be addressed, but: (1) it can wait 
until another election or government is in power; (2) the situation needs to get worse for meaningful 
action to be required; (3) decision makers can still be swayed by lobbyists, entrepreneurs, and indus-
try; and (4) politics is more important than science—which can be disputed.

Some crises are transboundary (Ansell et al., 2010; Boin, 2009) and policy responses can become 
further complicated due to multilevel governance arrangements and jurisdictional boundary consider-
ations (McConnell, 2020a). It has been argued that transboundary events change the nature of crises 
(Wenzelburger et al., 2019) especially when they are global in scope. Due to the complexity, uncer-
tainty, ambiguity, and urgency of different crises, policy actors are confronted by how to interpret the 
situation and on what to base their decisions (Wenzelburger et al., 2019). Collaboration is increas-
ingly important in a transboundary crisis, as through collaboration support can be found through 
global networks of national governments, private industry, and international organizations. However, 
these efforts can be undermined through communication failures, political values, and weak mandates 
(Boin & 't Hart, 2010; Weible et al., 2020). Multilevel governance arrangements can support solutions 
to problems as the numerous levels can address differing concerns surrounding complex issues. These 
multilevel arrangements also have the potential to generate new governance problems (Maggetti & 
Trein, 2019) such as policy duplication, policy gaps, and jurisdictional and political tensions.

In the policy stream, creeping crises give entrepreneurs time to build coalitions, become effective 
lobbyists, and to establish relationships with visible participants. They may have a more difficult time, 
however, making a case for the urgency of their issue. As data indicators change the entrepreneur's 
position needs to be continuously adjusted.
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Political stream

A political strategy of crisis policy making includes “crisis thinking” where the focus is on “prevent-
ing, preparing for, responding to and recovering from critical events in everyday policy making” 
(Rhinard, 2019). This also leads to “crisification,” where crisis thinking dominates an issue and stands 
alongside traditional forms of policy making (Rhinard, 2019).

Different actors, especially entrepreneurs or industry actors, utilize different strategies such 
as venue shopping, framing, and their power to get their ideas onto the agenda (Wenzelburger 
et al., 2019). They use their power to connect their ideas with political decision makers and, through 
this process, build coalitions (Béland & Cox, 2016). Doing this and linking issues to a crisis can 
help move an issue to the top of an agenda. Through framing contests, policy entrepreneurs can also 
attempt to de-politicize an issue preventing it from getting onto the agenda in the first instance. How 
decisions are made depends on the success of the politicization or de-politicization of the issue during 
the framing contest, as well as the crisis context (Wenzelburger et al., 2019). Crises can be politicized 
and exploited by opposing groups to discredit and dismantle policies and institutions.

Decision makers must make choices between urgent and long-term goals and immediate pressing 
issues. Often, politicians base their decisions on their ability to stay in the political game. Being seen 
to make a decision, whether a “nondecision” and/or a placebo policy (McConnell, 2020b), can be 
politically advantageous. Nondecisions can be calculated, ideologically driven, imposed, reluctant, or 
inadvertent (McConnell & 't Hart, 2019). By making a nondecision and/or enacting a placebo policy, 
governments can appease multiple actors and strengthen coalitions. They reinforce their false sense 
of timeliness by using placebo policies as placeholders for future policy action. Placebo policies can 
also be used to reduce the agenda burdens placed on decision makers. When faced with uncertainty, 
particularly during an urgent crisis, non-decision making can reinforce the status quo within coalitions 
(Dolan, 2021). Placebo policies can also create a policy trap for decision makers where the pressure 
to address a problem is high, but where decision makers themselves have little capacity to address 
a crisis efficiently (McConnell, 2020b). Entrepreneurs can find non-decision making and/or placebo 
policies an advantageous outcome that can be used to distract visible participants from progressing an 
issue while advancing others.

PLASTICS AND COVID-19

The problem stream

Plastics have been found in the most remote parts of the world's oceans including the Arctic 
(Bergmann et al., 2019) and the Southern Ocean (Suaria et al., 2020). Some plastic chemical additives 
and contaminants are known to be endocrine disrupters and may harm marine biota through bioac-
cumulation in marine organisms in the marine food chain (Gallo et al., 2018). This may pose a risk 
to marine ecosystems, biodiversity, and food security (Gallo et al., 2018; Ivar do Sul & Costa, 2014; 
Stoett & Vince, 2019). While this is a transboundary problem that requires global solutions, 80% of 
the plastic found in the marine environment is sourced from the land. The majority of this land-based 
pollution falls under the jurisdiction of nation-states and their state/provincial and local governments, 
and there are known economic costs and consequences of land-based litter, particularly in coastal 
areas (Krelling et al., 2017). Action is therefore needed at all levels of governance to effectively 
manage this creeping crisis.

While it has been recognized as a problem since the 1960s, public awareness and policy responses 
to plastic pollution have grown over the last decade as international organizations, governments, and 
nonstate actors recognized the enormity of the issue. Its “wickedness” is derived from its links to other 
issues such as poverty and socioeconomic status (Hossain et al., 2021), intergenerational and social 
justice (Skillington, 2019), and climate change (Stoett & Vince, 2019, 2021). Therefore, governance 
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arrangements need to address numerous factors that contribute to plastic pollution varying from 
plastic production, leakage into the environment (and where and when this occurs), distribution and 
packaging, consumer behavior, waste management, and removal from the environment. Preventative 
measures, such as reducing plastic use and decreasing amounts of virgin plastic are also solutions that 
merit consideration. These particular measures, however, have met with substantial resistance from 
the plastics industry (Geyer et al., 2017) who are the key visible participants and entrepreneurs (or 
closely aligned with entrepreneurs) in the plastics agenda space.

Plastic pollution is a creeping crisis that is growing exponentially, with plastic in the global ocean 
tracking global plastic production (Wilcox et al., 2020). The efforts to date have not been successful 
in reducing plastic production entering our waterways around the world (Borrelle et al., 2020). Many 
argue that the breaking point for the plastic crisis is now. However, governments have framed their 
responses to reflect that plastic waste will reach its breaking point further into the future. This is 
supportive of the argument that governments often take low-risk approaches, typical of wicked prob-
lems, to deal with creeping crises (McConnell, 2018).

The COVID-19 pandemic is a clear example of an urgent crisis, as it came on suddenly and unex-
pectedly affecting nations around the world, albeit not equally. Although experts had forecasted that 
a pandemic was inevitable, most governments did not heed their warnings and were underprepared 
for the event. Understandably, as COVID-19 spread across the world, individual governments turned 
their attention to the pandemic as the top priority on their agendas. Decision makers typically have 
competing demands which result in putting one crisis ahead of another on political agendas. Also 
seen as a focusing event, COVID-19 resulted in numerous governments around the world reprioritiz-
ing their plastic policies on their agendas. Time pressure, especially whether to act or not act during 
the COVID-19 crisis, was particularly pressing. Accordingly, timing of decisions has had enormous 
consequences on governments' ability to contain the virus.

Both plastic pollution and COVID-19 crises are transboundary crises which are politically 
complex to manage. They each also require effort across all levels of governance (global, regional, 
and national) and within nation-states (national governments, state/provincial, and local municipal-
ities) (Mæland & Staupe-Delgado, 2020; Maor & Howlett, 2020; Vince & Hardesty, 2016, 2018; 
Weible et al., 2020). With plastic pollution, the issue of whose responsibility it is to remove the waste 
is often debated, particularly in areas beyond national jurisdiction (Tiller & Nyman, 2018). Further-
more, waste originating from outside a location's jurisdiction is not uncommon and difficulty in iden-
tifying the source(s) of such waste further exacerbates this challenge.

As a creeping rather than urgent crisis, plastic pollution is therefore more challenging to frame effec-
tively and it is easier for actors in the political stream to address more tangible issues on the agenda (such 
as a tax or ban on SUPs) (Mæland & Staupe-Delgado, 2020). The plastic pollution problem is framed in 
numerous ways that adds to its complexity—inter alia, as a waste management issue, health issue, envi-
ronmental problem, economic issue, as a consumer problem, as an industry sourced problem, or as an end 
of pipe clean-up issue. Depending on the framing used, the problem can be seen to be caused by different 
actors, often blaming each other for causing, contributing to, or not doing enough to eradicate plastic 
pollution. For plastic pollution to be reduced, new approaches are needed and they will more likely 
succeed if they are supported in framing contests. During COVID-19, many of the plastic bans have 
since been reintroduced and the policy reversal or the disruption of governance as usual, was temporary 
(Johansson, 2021). This indicates that the framing of this creeping crisis has reverted to its pre-pandemic 
state. The ban of plastic waste imports from China has also been utilized as a political framing issue by 
both pro-plastic and other entrepreneurs. Beginning in 1992, China imported 45% of the world's plas-
tic and in 2018 the government of China made the unilateral decision to cease these imports (Brooks 
et al., 2018). This focusing event created an unprecedented situation and associated policy window 
for governments (Vince et al., 2022). For many countries who exported their plastic waste, this was a 
major, integral part of waste management processes. Countries had to look elsewhere to manage their 
waste and this disrupted the existing global circular economy (Qu et al., 2019). It also became clear that 
high-income countries did not have the infrastructure required to recycle this waste domestically. Waste 
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dominated agendas and governments scrambled to find alternative countries who were willing to accept 
imported plastic waste. Some countries turned to incineration and/or putting the waste into landfills.

Since the ban, proliferation of inadequate waste management facilities across the world have been 
revealed. In the United States in 2020, it was found that the plastics industry used “recycling” as an 
excuse to make more plastics, knowing that only a small percentage of plastics would be recycled 
(less than 10% of plastics are recycled globally). It also came to light that it costs more to recycle 
than to put plastic waste into landfills and that “the makers of plastic—the nation's largest oil and gas 
companies—have known this all along, even as they spent millions of dollars telling the American 
public the opposite” (Sullivan, 2020). In the plastic pollution crisis, it is often a case of a strong policy 
trap where there is a “hidden priority to demonstrate that something is being done to address the policy 
problem but in reality, the effectiveness of the policy is a lesser concern” (McConnell, 2020b, p. 962). 
It is not unusual in response to plastic pollution to find that where governments have the political 
capacity, they lack the resources and tools required to address the waste issue effectively. The Chinese 
waste ban demonstrated that many of the export countries were forced into a policy trap with waste 
management policies that were “seen” to be doing something (such as recycling) but were, in fact, 
inadequate. The framing of plastic pollution to focus on recycling has substantially impacted the plas-
tic industry, which has had to choose between developing products that use either virgin plastics or 
recyclable materials. Currently, the production of new virgin plastic is more economical and therefore 
industries favor virgin plastic (Parashar & Hait, 2021). The framing contest is further exacerbated 
by the plastics industry who promotes the utility and environmental benefits of plastics, including 
reducing waste, lowering greenhouse gases, and saving energy (American Chemistry Council, 2021).

Entrepreneurs, industry, and government have also used indicators for both COVID-19 and the 
plastics pollution issue to frame the urgency of the issues. For plastic pollution, statistical data has 
shown an increase in plastic pollution generally, and alongside COVID-19, pollution in the environ-
ment is surpassing pre-pandemic levels (Prata et al., 2020). For example, in 2015, a scientific paper 
highlighted that 6 to 12 million metric tons of mismanaged plastic waste are entering the global 
oceans each year (Jambeck et al., 2015). This work leapfrogged the plastic pollution issue into a 
highly visible crisis which attracted international attention from global governments, industry, policy 
makers, and the public. However, the topic has taken a back seat in the face of the COVID-19 global 
pandemic. This data has been tactically applied by two groups of policy entrepreneurs—those that 
want to re-engage decision makers on plastic policy issues, increase the urgency of decision making 
and to disperse the false sense of timeliness and those who are driving corporate friendly agendas 
(pro-plastic) claiming plastics are needed for hygiene and safety purposes (Johansson, 2021). The 
second group of entrepreneurs used the indicators in a framing contest to reverse or to postpone polit-
ical decisions around plastic usage based on the “health versus the environment” debate, where the 
increased use of SUPs was justified to help maintain hygiene and the spread of the COVID-19 virus. 
During the pandemic, these entrepreneurs who advocated the health risks were able to again raise 
health as a concern and governments have in some cases incentivized and in others made mandatory 
the use of PPE (Silva et al., 2020, 2021). However, it has been noted that the increased use of PPE 
could have the unintended consequence of counteracting the UK's National Health Service goal of 
reducing their plastic footprint (Hu et al., 2022).

The policy stream

As with many creeping crises, plastic pollution is globally recognized as a problem. The instruments 
that currently address plastic pollution require political commitment, are soft law, not legally binding, 
and do not require compliance (Ferraro & Failler, 2020). While such instruments strongly encourage 
their members to act, it is up to nation-states to implement policies and laws that reflect arrangements 
on a global level. The United Nations's Environment Assembly (adopted nonbinding resolutions on 
plastic pollution in 2017 (Res 71/312) and in 2019 (Res 4/6) in which the importance of prevention 
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and reduction of marine litter was stressed. As a response to the 2019 resolution, members pledged to 
“significantly reduce” the use of plastics by 2030.

To date, the Basel Convention is the only global legally binding instrument that addresses plastic 
waste. However, the regulatory system is based on the Prior Informed Consent (PIC) procedure and 
compliance is difficult to enforce (Raubenheimer & McIlgorm, 2018). Amendments to Annexes in 
the Convention came into effect in January 2021. These amendments include plastic in the list of 
hazardous waste and specify new categories of plastic waste. The control procedure for transboundary 
movements which was also amended is subject to PIC regulations. National governments are required 
to transpose these new measures into domestic law (UNEP, 2022a). Notably, it is recognized that 
global governance institutions are weak in their attempts to define areas of action, coordination across 
different organizations is difficult, and there is a substantial science-policy gap (Dauvergne, 2018; 
Ferraro & Failler, 2020).

Current international governance arrangements regarding plastic pollution are acting as placebo poli-
cies in many regards. They demonstrate that there is a willingness to address the creeping plastics crisis, 
but the agreements are both nonbinding and open to interpretation. Despite many countries having national 
goals to reduce plastic waste, no international standard exists to date. A legally binding agreement to 
reduce plastic pollution was endorsed by 175 nations at UNEA in March 2022, with the aim of completing 
negotiations by 2024 (UNEP, 2022b). The urgency of the plastic crisis on a global level may be acknowl-
edged, but as with all creeping crises, action is slow and often cannot catch up with the actions necessary 
to slow or change the trajectory of the current predicament. Voluntary commitments can make it appear 
that governments, entrepreneurs, and industry are acting to avert the crisis, but these commitments can 
also be used as a tactic to manipulate the political agenda. It is argued “that voluntary agreements multiply 
when there is a threat of regulation—and, often, this is the industry's strategy for delaying  mandatory 
measures” (Changing Markets Foundation, 2020, p. 70). Even the discussions for a plastics treaty are an 
attempt to show that governments and industry are “doing something” about the crisis.

Consequently, there has been a disconnect between what is happening at the global level and 
responses on regional and national levels. The responses across the world have been varied and as of 
2020, over 150 countries had enacted regulatory measures relating to SUPs and the majority of these 
relate to the distribution and/or banning of plastic bags (da Costa et al., 2020). An increasing number 
of countries have acknowledged that plastic pollution is a growing crisis that requires immediate atten-
tion; however, their legislative responses have been variable, and many policies have been reversed, 
paused, and/or reprioritized during the COVID-19 pandemic. Globally, retailers such as Starbucks 
and countless others temporarily banned reusable cups (Prata et al., 2020; Starbucks, 2021) demon-
strating that many governments have left some regulatory decisions to industry. Decision making for 
both the plastic and COVID-19 crises is unevenly staggered across all levels of governance depend-
ing on  the political system, past policies, and preparedness to deal with the situation. Additionally, 
decision makers across all levels of governance can have varying degrees of false sense of timeliness 
regarding the urgency of the plastic pollution problem and can refer to each other to act. While global 
contexts are important in the plastic crisis and the pandemic, nation-states have predominately been 
in charge of their responses.

The politics stream

Plastic pollution as a creeping crisis has not achieved the level of crisification required for urgent 
action. The crisification of COVID-19 has been well supported by policies that provided additional 
State of Emergency powers to governments that were continuously renewed while the pandemic 
persisted (Bjørnskov & Voigt, 2022; Egger et al., 2021). COVID-19, also a focusing event, opened a 
window of opportunity for entrepreneurs to engage in “disaster lobbying” (Johansson, 2021; Vince 
et al., 2022), including influencing policies such as State of Emergency policies and mandatory PPE. 
Arguably, pro-plastic entrepreneurs were “always primed and ready to co-opt a crisis to their advan-
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tage” during the pandemic (Changing Markets Foundation, 2020, p. 74). This is most evident in the 
lobbying that occurred over the hygiene benefits of SUPs.

In addition, COVID-19 has been used to leverage government agendas by demonstrating 
nation-states' capacity to keep their constituencies safe during the pandemic. Many nations, such as 
the United States, Australia, and Canada, utilized the COVID-19 crisis through the political stream to 
win national elections in 2020 and 2021; this crisis response was used as a political tool (Maor, 2020). 
Government responses to the pandemic reduced the priority of the plastic pollution issue from election 
campaigns. However, now that COVID-19 has shifted from being an urgent crisis to an ongoing crisis, 
its relevant importance has fluctuated on government agendas, allowing other issues such as plastic 
pollution and waste management to move up in importance.

Policy delay and/or reprioritization related to plastic has been a common theme during the 
pandemic across different regions, countries, states, and provinces. A false sense of timeliness has 
enabled decision makers to justify their actions and frame their responses to plastics as the urgency 
has been focused on the pandemic. In the United States, many municipalities and states around 
the country postponed or rescinded initiatives aimed to reduce plastic pollution. The policy delays 
and reprioritization in the United States were influenced heavily by pro-plastics entrepreneurs who 
strongly argued for the use of plastics due to hygiene and safety issues. The U.S. Plastics Industry 
Association claimed that their studies “have shown that reusable bags can carry viruses and bacteria, 
spread them throughout a grocery store, and live on surfaces for up to three days” and they encouraged 
governments to reverse SUP bans based on human health concerns associated with COVID-19 (da 
Costa, 2021, p. 2). They also stated that SUPs were the safest choice and “literally … the difference 
between life and death” (Johansson, 2021). U.S. policy makers took this advice on board. However, 
since these earlier claims by the plastics industry, health officials, who are also entrepreneurs, have 
stated that “no scientific evidence exists detailing higher rates of transmission or infectivity between 
reusable plastic materials and single-use plastics” (da Costa, 2021, p. 2).

The American Progressive Bag Alliance, an independent division of the Plastics Industry Associa-
tion, is also a powerful entrepreneur who employs over 25,000 workers in 40 states and has influence 
over the political agenda (Maldonado et al., 2020). In 2020, the Alliance changed its name to The 
American Recyclable Plastic Bag Alliance. Their stated aim is to produce at least 20% recycled content 
by 2025. Its emphasis on recycling rather than reducing plastic production and the name change is 
supportive of the framing contest of pro-plastic entrepreneurs. Interestingly, the Alliance  clearly states 
that it promotes “product lines and leads numerous public policy initiatives that serve as the frontline 
defense against plastic bag bans and taxes nationwide” (Bag Alliance, 2022).

The aggressive and powerful (Jebe, 2022) political influence of these pro-plastics entrepreneurs 
and their contribution to state economies and “personal interests of key state legislators” (Wang 
et al., 2022) make it difficult and costly for other entrepreneurs to challenge them. In New Hamp-
shire for example, a state-wide plastics bill (HB 559) was introduced and tabled in 2019 and 2021. 
Pro-plastic entrepreneurs were influential in their lobbying of decision makers particularly because 
New Hampshire is home to several plastics manufacturers. Furthermore, according to the U.S. Plastics 
Industry Association, they contribute $260 million to the state's economy (PIA, 2022). Not all U.S. 
state policies have been reversed, however; some have only been postponed. For instance, in Maine, 
the governor signed a bill in March 2020 that postponed the SUP bag ban twice—in April and Decem-
ber 2020 (Dere, 2021). The state-wide ban did eventually pass and came into effect in July 2021. 
However, it is only 1 of 11 states to have plastic bag bans in the United States (Wang et al., 2022).

Within the United Kingdom, a number of policies were postponed including a container deposit 
scheme in Scotland, plastic straw and other SUP ban in England, and reversal of a plastic bag fee for 
deliveries across the country (da Costa, 2021; Prata et al., 2020). The delay occurred despite the work 
done by a group of entrepreneurs made up of scientists, NGOs, campaigners, and politicians who 
wrote to the UK Government to pre-empt pro-plastic lobbying during the pandemic in response to 
industry actions in the United States (Jasi, 2020). The UK government have committed to continue 
the implementation of many of these policies and have formed a UK Plastics Pact, which is a part-
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nership with industry (UK Government, 2022). The Pact is focused mainly on recycling and using 
recycled materials. Moreover, the government's commitment to “prevent all avoidable plastic waste 
by 2042” (Wrap, 2022) reinforces a false sense of timeliness for this issue. In the European Union, a 
90% collection target in the SUP Directive for beverage bottles was proposed for 2025 but this date 
has been postponed until 2029 after pro-plastics entrepreneurs lobbied that it should be delayed due 
to COVID (Changing Markets Foundation, 2020). In an open letter to European Commissioners and 
their Cabinets, the European Plastics Converters, representing plastics converting companies labe-
led  the SUP Directive “political” and requested a lift on all bans on some SUPs to ensure hygiene and 
safety (EuPC, 2020).

CONCLUSION

Plastic pollution is a creeping crisis that is politically complex, transboundary in nature, and requires 
multiple levels of governance for its management. It has been further exacerbated by the urgency of 
COVID-19 pandemic which provided a window of opportunity for manipulation of the plastics issue 
on political agendas across the policy, political, and problems streams. I have argued that entrepre-
neurs were influential in advocating the hygiene and safety argument. They were able to successfully 
change political decision making and agendas to reflect a pro-plastic stance. The decision makers 
were accepting of this argument, even if only temporarily. The crux of the plastics creeping crisis 
is that decision makers have a false sense of timeliness when it comes to action and this fallacy is 
reflected in the reversal or reprioritization of policy decisions, placebo policies, and non-decision 
making. Hygiene and health issues are ideas that have been utilized during the pandemic by industry 
and governments as a justification to cease development and implementation of policies and laws that 
may decrease the use of plastics. The situation is still in flux, and the COVID-19 pandemic has neither 
stabilized nor ceased. However, in many cases, the policy reprioritization and/or reversal related to 
plastics appears temporary. While focusing events will nudge the plastics crisis further up government 
agendas, catastrophic focussing events could signify that the crisis is beyond fixing. Entrepreneurs 
and the broader global community have an opportunity to help decision makers frame the plastic crisis 
in a way that challenges the false sense of timeliness. This can be achieved through utilizing scientific 
data to inform policies and decision making, a shift from the plastics industry to increase recycled 
plastic content, improved infrastructure, and material recovery efficiencies and changes in consumer 
behavior. Broad social change is also needed to help with this framing opportunity not only for plastic 
pollution but for all other creeping crises.
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