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The increasing global concern surrounding plastic marine pollution has placed a spotlight on the key items 
identified as major contributors. The subsequent public outcry has forced key value-chain actors – such 
as brand owners, retailers and restaurateurs – to be seen to be responding to the issue. However, are 
their responses motivated by a true desire for environmentalism or are actors engaging in greenwashing? 
In this case study on plastic straws, the brand owners and retailers interviewed are driven by a desire 
to meet consumer expectations. This desire has led to the substitution of plastic straws with glass, 
paper and polylactide alternatives. However, the broader environmental implications of the alternatives are 
rarely considered. This single-minded focus on marine pollution has the potential to result in inadvertent 
greenwashing as alternative products may result in more harm in other environmental compartments. 

Significance:
• The increasing concern surrounding plastic pollution has placed a spotlight on key items, forcing plastic 

value-chain actors to respond.

• The broader environmental impacts of the interventions are rarely considered, resulting in the potential for 
adoption of products which may result in increased harm in other environmental compartments.

Introduction
The accumulation of plastic in the marine environment has been a global concern for many decades as it poses a 
threat to wildlife, humans and ecosystems. Impacts of plastic pollution on marine life have been well documented 
and include entanglement, smothering and ingestion.1-5 Previous studies have found that 40–80% of macro- 
(>20 mm in diameter) marine debris is plastic, most of which is associated with food and beverage products such 
as bottles, lids/caps, bags, drinking straws and polystyrene fragments.6-11

The growing concern surrounding the impact of plastic pollution has led to the development of a myriad of policies 
at city, national and regional levels in an effort to mitigate the problem.12 More specifically, an increasing number 
of policies have been developed which aim to address problematic products that have been identified as major 
contributors to marine litter. A notable example is the widespread response to the threat posed by plastic bag 
pollution which began in the early 1990s and has seen many countries implementing interventions which vary 
in range and scope.13 Policy interventions range from taxes or levies on the sale of plastic bags, bans on thin 
and lightweight bags, and, in some cases, complete bans on the production, import, sale and use of plastic 
bags.13,14 In recent years, a spotlight has been placed on single-use food-related plastic products including utensils 
and polystyrene containers. In 2018, Jamaica announced a ban on plastic bags, straws and polystyrene food 
containers, effective from January 2019.15 However, the use of straws in medical facilities such as care homes 
and hospitals was exempted from the ban. Furthermore, bags with dimensions greater than 61 cm by 61 cm, and 
those necessary for maintaining public health and safety (e.g. packaging for raw meat, rice and baked goods) 
were also exempted. Dominica also announced bans on food-related plastic items in 2018, effective from January 
2019, including straws, plates, utensils and polystyrene cups and containers.16 More broadly, in the same year, the 
European Union approved a ban by 2021 on single-use plastics which had been identified as major contributors 
to marine pollution, including straws, cutlery, plates, polystyrene cups and cotton bud sticks.17 Furthermore, 
India made a similar pledge to ban single-use plastics by 2022.18 In this case, single-use plastics are defined as 
‘disposable plastics which are used only once and then thrown away by the user’ and which are completely made 
of plastic (items such as juice cartons with plastic lids would not be included in the definition).19

As evidenced above, straws are one of the items which have been the subject of public outcry globally, with many 
consumer-led campaigns calling for material alternatives or the outright banning of plastic straws.20-22 This has 
led to a multitude of responses from both companies and governments, in an effort to reduce the consumption 
of plastic straws and subsequent waste generation. Consequently, there has been an increasing popularity of 
alternative straw materials, both disposable and reusable, which are often touted as more ‘environmentally friendly’. 

Some major retailers and restaurant chains in South Africa have responded to the rhetoric surrounding plastic 
straws by choosing to replace them with alternatives (Figure 1). In June 2018, major retailers Pick n Pay and 
Woolworths announced a set of initiatives to combat plastic pollution to coincide with World Oceans Day and 
World Environment Day, respectively.23,24 These initiatives included the phasing out of plastic straws from stores 
in favour of paper straws. Later that year, Famous Brands replaced plastic straws with paper straws in all of their 
franchises.25 In October 2018, Coca-Cola Peninsula Beverages, which provides straws to resellers, announced the 
same shift.26 In 2019, following the trends of the aforementioned countries, South Africa announced a proposal to 
ban straws, citing the ready availability of alternative materials.27 
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Whilst Ocean Basket was the first major franchise to respond to the 
straw issue22, they are a good example of the complexity associated 
with such a decision. Initially, they resolved to eliminate all straws from 
their restaurants in January 2018.28 However, as the year progressed, 
the franchise started offering paper straws and then announced their 
intention to start providing straws made from compostable maize 
starch.29 Similarly, Famous Brands announced a shift to paper straws 
in October 2018, but then switched to polylactide (PLA) straws in 
July 2019. 

Vince and Stoett30 warn that the popularity of anti-plastic activism, 
particularly on social media, may lead to greenwashing by industry. 
Greenwashing refers to the misleading of consumers on the 
environmental benefits associated with a company’s products, 
processes or practices.21,31 This sentiment is echoed by Stafford and 
Jones32 who suggest that an overemphasis on plastic pollution and 
mechanisms to address it may lead to corporate greenwashing through 
providing a distraction from greater environmental threats such as 
climate change.

The responses of consumer value chain actors to the public outcry 
against plastic straws and their underlying motivations are explored 
here, as well as the extent to which the broader environmental impacts 
associated with interventions were taken into consideration. 

Methods
Primary data were sourced via semi-structured interviews with seven 
value chain actors: a brand owner, four retailers (which all had in-house 
brands) and two restaurateurs (Table 1). The interviewees all held senior 
positions in their firms and played an active role in decision-making. 
Selection of participants was based on their market share and their role 
in bringing straws to market and/or directly to consumers. However, 
accessibility to value chain actors was a limitation, as not all identified 
actors were willing to participate. 

Interview questions were developed based on whether or not the 
value chain actor had developed a strategy to address the growing 
concern surrounding straws as a major contributor to plastic pollution. 
The questions were open ended, allowing for the interviewer to ask 
probing questions to elicit further information and explore different 
avenues that arose. Furthermore, the interview protocol allowed for 
the interviewer to move back and forth between questions based on 
the participant’s responses. The questionnaires are presented in the 
supplementary material. 

Interviews were conducted face-to-face or via electronic communication, 
depending on the participant’s preference. Interview duration was 
approximately 1 h; the interviews were recorded and later transcribed. 
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Figure 1: Timeline of responses of value-chain actors in South Africa to plastic straw pollution.
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The study was approved by the University of Cape Town’s Engineering 
and Built Environment Ethics in Research Committee prior to 
commencement. To maintain anonymity, participant identities are 
presented in an anonymised form which excludes participant position.

Results and discussion
Value chain actor responses
Of the seven value chain actors consulted, six had shifted away from 
plastic straws to alternative materials (Table 1). Paper was the most 
popular alternative amongst retailers, with Retailers A, B and D all 
replacing plastic with paper straws. Retailer B worked in partnership 
with their supplier, Brand Owner C, which had led to them deciding on 
paper straws. In addition, Brand Owner C was a supplier for Retailer 
D that had also reached out to the supplier to discuss a replacement. 
Unlike other retailers, Retailer C operates a decentralised model with 
different locations being operated by individual owners. Thus, there was 
no official stance on straws, with owners being given the freedom to 
offer any alternative or to continuing using plastic straws. Restaurateur A 
replaced plastic straws with PLA straws, whereas Restaurateur B used 
a combination of paper and glass straws for takeaway and sit-down 
beverages, respectively.

Table 1: Responses of the value-chain actors interviewed regarding 
plastic straw alternatives

Participant Response

Retailer A Paper straws

Retailer B Paper straws

Retailer C No official response; responses left to individual store owners 

Retailer D Paper straws

Brand Owner C Paper straws

Restaurateur A PLA straws

Restaurateur B Paper and glass straws

Value chain actor motivations
Amongst retailers, a major motivating factor was the rising unpopularity 
of straws amongst consumers, due to their high visibility as a contributor 
to plastic pollution. This was similar to a finding by Haddock-Fraser and 
Tourelle33 who analysed corporate environmental activities and found that 
consumer reputation was a key motivator for companies to undertake 
environmental activities. Furthermore, as plastic straws currently have 
readily available material alternatives, they presented a relatively easy 
opportunity for retailers to be viewed as environmentally responsible to 
their consumer base. 

Everybody just saw it as a quick win! – Retailer D

This is in line with a suggestion by Stafford and Jones32 that the 
visibility associated with plastic pollution creates an opportunity for 
‘environmental branding’ of individuals and corporations through the 
publicising of interventions such as product substitution or clean-up 
activities. In addition, retailers were motivated by a desire to maintain 
their competitiveness amongst consumers.

Unlike retailers, the restaurateurs cited that they were motivated by their 
own personal convictions and a desire to reduce their contribution to 
plastic pollution. Brand Owner C took an extended producer responsibility 
approach whereby they viewed it as their responsibility to provide 
an alternative: 

We romanticised the straw and that is why we 
need to now take responsibility of shifting the 
consumers’ choices away from plastic straws. 

Thus, they viewed their decision to switch to paper straws as a way 
of providing a product that would be less detrimental to the marine 
environment under current consumer practices (i.e. littering). 

Considerations and challenges
When selecting an alternative, a number of factors were taken into 
consideration. Cost was cited as a major factor by all actors. In the case 
of retailers, they had the advantage of economies of scale due to the large 
quantities they require, which reduced the unit price. In addition, due to 
the size of their organisations, they were more financially capable of 
absorbing the extra cost. Restaurateur A cited cost as a major inhibitor to 
the adoption of reusable straws due to the likelihood of theft by patrons. 
This was also cited as an issue by Restaurateur B, in addition to breakage 
of glass straws necessitating replacement. However, they were able to 
overcome this by partnering with a local glass straw manufacturer to 
supply their straws, reducing the overall cost of the straws.

The functionality of the straw was a concern to participants, particularly 
in the case of paper straws. More specifically, the structural integrity 
of paper straws when immersed in beverages for an extended period 
of time was of concern, with Retailer A citing that they had received 
consumer complaints in this regard, necessitating an internal review of 
locally available paper straws. Restaurateur A also cited this aspect as 
a consideration in their decision against adopting paper straws as they 
were perceived as likely to ‘disintegrate’ in frozen beverages, which are 
popular in their establishment. However, Retailer B acknowledged that it 
was a trade-off between straw quality and cost. 

Hygiene was cited as a concern by Retailer A, when considering reusable 
straws such as glass or steel. The retailer viewed reusable straws as 
taking food safety out of their hands whilst still leaving them vulnerable 
to liability. They used the example of a consumer potentially improperly 
cleaning a straw bought from the retailer, getting sick from the poor 
hygiene and blaming the retailer. Restaurateur B also cited hygiene as 
a concern, whereby glass was seen as more favourable than steel as it 
was possible to visually inspect the interior for cleanliness. 

When it came to the broader environmental impacts associated with 
straw alternatives, participants did not express consideration of any 
impacts beyond the potential marine pollution impact. Thus, they selected 
material alternatives which they perceived to have a low risk of marine 
pollution impacts through the consideration of their biodegradability. This 
single-mindedness has the potential to distract from other environmental 
issues and result in environmental trade-offs being made unknowingly. 

As shown in Table 1, paper straws were a popular alternative due to 
the material’s biodegradability in different environments.34 From a life-
cycle assessment perspective, previous studies comparing plastic vs 
paper packaging (particularly shopping bags) have commonly found the 
former to be more favourable in terms of climate change emissions.35-37 A 
comparative study of single and reusable straws conducted by Zanghelini 
et al.38 in Brazil found that plastic straws had lower climate change 
emissions in comparison to paper. However, a similar comparative study 
conducted in South Africa by Chitaka et al.39 found that paper straws 
had lower climate change emissions than plastic. This was attributed 
to the use of coal as a primary feedstock during polypropylene plastic 
production.39 Furthermore, paper was found to have the least potential 
impacts across the majority of categories including freshwater and 
marine ecotoxicity, particulate matter formation, terrestrial acidification 
and freshwater eutrophication. However, it is important to note that the 
broader environmental impacts associated with paper straws were not a 
consideration for the value chain actors interviewed. 

Bio-based plastics (i.e. plastics either partly or wholly derived from 
biomass), such as PLA, have been rising in popularity as an alternative 
to traditional plastics. Retailers expressed concern in this regard, citing 
the amount of misinformation surrounding them, and in particular, 
the marketing of compostable plastics as biodegradable which gave 
the impression that they were biodegradable in all environments. This 
was evidenced in the case of Restaurateur A who cited the perceived 
biodegradability of PLA in all environments – which is how they had been 
marketed – as a major motivating factor in their decision. According to 
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a study conducted by Greene34, PLA did not meet the ASTM D 6691 test 
requirements to be deemed marine biodegradable. Furthermore, Chamas 
et al.40 found similar polymer surface degradation rates between PLA and 
polypropylene. The adoption of PLA straws demonstrates the potential 
for inadvertent greenwashing in the fight against marine pollution.

Conclusions and recommendations
Value chain actors are under increasing pressure to be viewed as 
taking action against plastic pollution, including consumer demands 
and competitive pressure. Although the majority of value chain actors 
interviewed selected an option which was deemed favourable from a life-
cycle perspective (i.e. paper), this was merely coincidental. For larger 
organisations (retailers and brand owners), the choice of alternative 
materials was a business decision to find a cost-effective way to respond 
to consumers’ concerns surrounding plastic marine pollution. Whilst 
smaller value chain actors (restaurateurs) expressed a personal desire 
to reduce marine pollution, they were more vulnerable to false marketing 
regarding the environmental impacts associated with a product. This 
single-minded focus on plastic pollution without the consideration of 
broader environmental impacts, can potentially lead to inadvertent or 
deliberate greenwashing.

When developing strategies or interventions to mitigate plastic pollution, 
it is important to take into consideration the broader environmental 
implications. This is particularly important in the case of material 
substitution, as demonstrated by the case of straws. To ensure that 
value chain actors do not engage in inadvertent greenwashing, their 
decisions should be based on robust scientific evidence to ensure that 
their solutions address the problem they are trying to mitigate – in this 
case marine pollution – and that they are not engaging in burden shifting 
to other environmental compartments. 

Future research is required to investigate the challenges, barriers and 
drivers for the adoption of environmental assessment tools such as 
life-cycle assessment in decision-making processes. This will provide 
insights into how a more holistic perspective to strategy development 
can be facilitated. 
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