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Abstract: The governance of single-use plastics has received significant attention both domestically and internationally. Considering the
short lifecycle of single-use plastic products from production to disposal, it is particularly relevant to study the social metabolism of single-
use plastic products from the perspectives of product consumption and disposal. This paper exams the criteria, classification, and scope of
major single-use plastic products in China and develops a systematic accounting framework that covers 18 categories of related single-use
plastics in 6 industries, including agriculture, retail, accommodation, catering, postal services, and healthcare. Based on this, the
consumption quantity and volume of major single-use plastic products in various industries in China in 2020 were calculated to identify
key areas for single-use plastic governance. Furthermore, the recycle, incineration, landfill, and other end-of-life disposal situations of
these products were analyzed and discussed. The results indicate that from the perspective of industry consumption structure, the retail
industry accounts for 87.7% of single-use plastic consumption in China, dominating absolutely. The consumption of single-use plastics in
industries such as express delivery, food delivery, and healthcare has grown rapidly, far exceeding traditional industries like agriculture
and retail. Based on the quantitative analysis results, this study identifies retail, express delivery, food delivery, and health protection as
key areas for single-use plastic governance in China. From the perspective of end-of-life disposal, only 27% of the single-use plastic waste
in the retail, express delivery, and food delivery sectors is recycled, mostly discarded PET bottles and other rigid sales packaging. 69% is

incinerated or landfilled, mostly plastic soft packaging in sales packaging. The health protection sector faces the challenge of single-use
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masks leaking into the environment and being difficult to effectively utilize. Research shows that there are significant industry differences

in the consumption volume and growth trends of single-use plastics in China, with varying end-of-life disposal challenges in key sectors.

The quantitative results of this research can support relevant policies in further defining key sectors for targeted regulation and refining

critical strategies for end-of-life management.
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Table 1 Selected summary of definitions for single-use plastics
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Table 2 Framework for estimating single-use plastic consumption

(categorized by industries of product origin)
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across industries in China from 2016 to 2021
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