PLASTIC POLLUTION AND SOCIAL INEQUALITY – A GLOBAL AND EUROPEAN PERSPECTIVE
While the ecological consequences of food packaging pollution are widely discussed, its social implications are often overlooked. Food packaging pollution is more than an environmental issue—it is a social justice crisis that disproportionately affects vulnerable communities. From the health risks of toxic chemical exposure to the economic and environmental burdens of improper waste disposal, the consequences of plastic packaging waste are deeply intertwined with social inequality. The disproportionate effects of plastic pollution on vulnerable communities highlight the urgent need for a solution.  
In the European Union and beyond, poor or low-income, migrants and other marginalized populations are more likely to suffer from health risks, environmental degradation, and economic burdens caused by this phenomenon at different levels. Understanding the intersection between food packaging pollution and social inequality is essential to developing fair and effective solutions. 
Over 29 million tonnes of plastic waste are generated annually in Europe. Communities living near landfills, recycling plants, and waste incinerators experience higher exposure to pollution. These areas are often home to low-income families, immigrants, and marginalized groups, who are disproportionately affected by air, soil, and water contamination. While some European nations have stringent waste management policies, others, struggle with illegal dumping and inadequate recycling systems. As a result, plastic waste accumulates in public spaces, rivers, and coastal regions, directly impacting the health and well-being of local populations and food chains. (Greenpeace España, 2021)
Beyond Europe, plastic pollution is an even bigger issue in developing countries, where much of the EU’s plastic waste is exported. Countries in Southeast Asia and Africa receive vast amounts of plastic waste, often under the guise of recycling. However, poor waste management infrastructure in these regions leads to uncontrolled burning, open dumping, and water contamination, exposing entire communities to harmful chemicals and microplastic pollution. (Estrella & Estrella, 2023)
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HEALTH RISKS ASSOCIATED WITH FOOD PACKAGING POLLUTION
The degradation of plastic food packaging releases a cocktail of harmful substances into the environment. These chemicals, many of which are endocrine disruptors and carcinogens, pose serious health risks, particularly to vulnerable populations who also suffer restraints coming from material restrictions. It is worth saying that even if its obvious, poor communities have less resistance tools against consuming low-quality water, poor nutrition, worst food and more waste, often related to industrial food which normally means less fresh and more packed food. 
Further, these communities often fall living near waste sites are at greater risk of developing respiratory diseases, skin conditions, and cancers due to prolonged exposure to toxic fumes from incinerated plastics, toxic waste, plagues or in the best-case scenario very bad smell. Many food packaging materials contain Bisphenol A (BPA), phthalates, and PFAS (per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances), which can leach into food and water, contributing to chronic illnesses. Despite bans and regulations in some European countries, many low-income consumers are still exposed to BPA through cheaply produced, single-use food containers. Similarly, PFAS, also known as “forever chemicals,” are found in non-stick food packaging and have been associated with liver damage, thyroid disease, and even cancer. 
Pregnant women, children, and the elderly in disadvantaged communities face the highest risks, as their bodies are more vulnerable to toxic exposure. The combination of poor nutrition, inadequate healthcare access, and environmental contamination creates a vicious cycle of health inequities, with food packaging pollution as a silent contributor. If you need more info, please take a look to recently studies published by MAGNO: 
· https://magno-project.eu/new-scientific-review-on-plastic-pollution-in-food-packaging-systems-health-socioeconomic-regulatory-impacts/ 
· https://magno-project.eu/practice-abstract-1-magno-on-plastics-and-microplastics-pollution/ 
 
THE BURDEN ON VULNERABLE COMMUNITIES
The social consequences of food packaging waste extend beyond health risks. Economic and social marginalization further intensifies the burden of food packaging and waste pollution on disadvantaged groups. 
Low-income communities are often less able to buy eco-friendly or fresh products left with limited options depending on income and also for waste disposal, as proper recycling facilities and public waste collection services are often underfunded in poorer neighborhoods. As a result, illegal dumping sites and overflowing waste bins become common sights, further degrading the quality of life in poor regions.  The impact is evident to anyone walking Additionally, the rise of disposable, low-cost food packaging has reinforced unhealthy dietary habits, disproportionately affecting economically disadvantaged groups. Ultra-processed foods, often sold in excessive plastic packaging, are more affordable than fresh, unpackaged alternatives. This has contributed to an increase in diet-related diseases, such as obesity, diabetes, and cardiovascular conditions, particularly among lower-income populations. 
Another major issue is the informal waste sector, where thousands of individuals rely on collecting and sorting discarded materials, including plastic, for survival. In rich countries these activities have been forbidden limiting the access to recyclable materials to multinational company systems, not always efficient as in the case of Ecoembes in Spain. In many other parts of the EU and globally, these workers operate without social protection, facing hazardous conditions with minimal legal protection. They are frequently exposed to sharp objects, contaminated waste, and toxic chemicals, all while earning meager wages. Despite playing a crucial role in recycling efforts, their work remains undervalued and unrecognized by mainstream waste management systems often driven by corporations’ “social” foundations and funding. 
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EACH ONE’S ROLE ON THE WASTE MANAGEMENT PROBLEM
It’s necessary to emphasize the social responsibility of major corporations, who have the investment ability to shape their own models, over consumers, often with a limited ability to modulate their choices, in addressing food packaging pollution. By promoting eco-friendly packaging innovations and encouraging businesses to adopt ethical waste management practices, the project aims to reduce the harmful impact of plastic pollution on vulnerable populations. 
One of these initiatives can be improving transparency in plastic supply chains, ensuring that companies take accountability for the entire lifecycle of their packaging materials. Additionally, policies that phase out single-use plastics and implement extended producer responsibility (EPR) schemes can be promoted, forcing manufacturers to bear the financial burden over the benefits they get over their plastic production taking also care of waste management systems. Citizens get a fine if they litter the streets with food packaging, maybe this may be taken to companies as the ultimate responsible for the produced good. 
Consumers also have a crucial role to play in addressing food packaging waste. By choosing products with sustainable packaging, avoiding single-use plastics, and supporting refill and reuse models, individuals can reduce the demand for disposable packaging putting pressure on unethical food packaging practices. Simple actions, such as participating in local recycling programs and educating others about the impact of food packaging waste, can contribute to broader systemic change. Furthermore, advocating for waste justice policies—such as equitable access to proper waste disposal infrastructure and stronger regulations on toxic packaging materials—can help address the social inequalities associated with plastic pollution.
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