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Executive
Summary

E-commerce has rapidly grown in recent years,
accounting for 35% of all retail sales globally in 2022,
up from 18% only five years earlier in 2017.1 Amazon
has played an enormous role in this growth, as one of
the largest retailers on the planet.

The United States is where Amazon sells and ships 
the most. Nearly 70% of all of Amazon’s net sales are 
tied to the U.S., according to the company’s filings 
with the Securities and Exchange Commission.2 But 
Amazon, after phasing out single-use plastic packaging 
in major markets including India and Europe, is refusing 
to commit to do the same in the U.S. — its largest 
and home market — as well as in other countries the 
company operates in where marine plastic pollution is 
a significant problem. Why are customers from the U.S. 
and other countries being left behind? According to 
research by YouGov, 85% of Amazon customers in the 
U.S. reported being concerned about plastic pollution.3

Oceana estimates that Amazon’s plastic packaging 
waste for all transactions in the U.S. totaled 208 
million pounds (94.3 million kilograms) in 2022, a 
9.59% increase over the 190 million pounds (86 million 
kilograms) we estimated for 2021. This amount of 
plastic would, in the form of air pillows, circle the Earth 
more than 200 times. Oceana’s calculations were 
based on market data obtained from the firms Mordor 
Intelligence and Euromonitor, as well as Amazon’s 
reported replacement of mixed-material mailers 
(70% replaced in 2021, 99% in 2022)4 and delivery 
of shipments without additional Amazon delivery 
packaging (10% of shipments in 2021, 12% in 2022)5 
in the U.S. For the years 2021 and 2022, Amazon 

disclosed its total plastic packaging use for orders 
shipped through its global operations network but has 
neither reported its plastic use at the country level, 
nor for all transactions including those fulfilled by third 
party sellers.6 Amazon reported an 11.6% reduction 
in 2022 compared to 2021, largely due to its efforts 
to reduce plastic packaging outside of the U.S. Why 
can't Amazon commit to phasing out plastic packaging 
everywhere including in its biggest market, the U.S.? 

Because the company refuses to phase out plastic 
packaging everywhere it operates, Oceana estimates 
that a large amount of plastic packaging continues to 
become marine plastic pollution. Using country-specific 
estimated rates of aquatic plastic pollution from a 
peer-reviewed study published in the journal Science 
in 2020,7 Oceana estimates that up to 22 million 
pounds (10 million kilograms) of Amazon's global plastic 
packaging waste generated in 2022 will end in the 
world's waterways and seas.   

Plastic pollution, including the type of plastic used in 
Amazon’s packaging, is devastating the world’s oceans. 
Scientists have recently concluded that some of the 
most damaging impacts of plastic pollution with wide-
reaching implications may be practically irreversible in 
ocean environments where effective clean-up efforts 
are improbable.8 Amazon’s plastic packaging is made 
from the most common form of marine plastic litter 
in nearshore ocean areas — plastic film — which is the 
deadliest type of plastic to large marine animals.9 

The company's shareholders have repeatedly called 
for Amazon to outline a plan for reducing its plastic 
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footprint by at least one-third on a global basis.10 
The company could potentially achieve this target if 
it phases out plastic packaging in the U.S. as it has in 
other markets."  

Amazon lags behind its competitors in its lack of a 
company-wide commitment to phase out plastic. In 
June 2023, Walmart — currently the largest retailer in 
the world according to Forbes’ rankings11 — pledged 
to eliminate the use of plastic mailers in the U.S. and 
globally.12   

As retail giants, both companies are increasingly 
defining how goods are packaged. Amazon can solve 
its plastic problem on a global basis now and into the 
future if it commits to do so.  

Oceana calls on Amazon to phase out plastic packaging 
in its largest market — the U.S. — and make a company-
wide commitment to reduce the total amount of plastic 
packaging it uses by at least one-third by 2030. 

4

Amazon's United States of Plastic



Table 1. Total e-commerce industry’s annual and projected (2023-2027) plastic packaging waste

The E-commerce Industry Produced 3.8 Billion Pounds 
of Plastic Packaging Waste in 2022 

Year 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027

million kilograms 1,759 1,992 2,242 2,516 2,805 3,105

million pounds 3,879 4,392 4,944 5,548 6,185 6,847

Source: Mordor Intelligence

E-commerce Growth
and Plastic Packaging

E-commerce accounted for 35% of all retail sales
globally in 2022, up from 18% in 2017.13 Estimated
at $3.85 trillion in 2022, global e-commerce sales are
expected to reach $6.15 trillion in 2027.14 In the U.S.,
e-commerce revenue is forecasted to increase between
2024 and 2029 by over 51%.15

Globally, the e-commerce industry used a reported 
3.88 billion pounds (1.76 billion kilograms) of plastic 

packaging in 2022, 14.6% more than the previous 
year.16 Over 20% of this plastic was used in the U.S. 
Global e-plastic packaging waste is projected to reach 
6.85 billion pounds (3.12 billion kilograms) by 2027, as 
shown in Table 1. Currently, about 36% of all plastic 
produced is used to create packaging, 85% of which 
ends up in landfills.17 

© Shutterstock/Yannick Morelli
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Bubblewrap, Air Pillows, and Plastic Mailers are Ubiquitous 

Figure 1. Global e-commerce plastic packaging market by product type, 2022
Source: Mordor Intelligence

2022

32%
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and bags

21%
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types

35%
Protective 
packaging

12%
Shrink films

As shown in Figure 1, protective packaging (including 
bubble wrap and air pillows) made up 1.37 billion 
pounds (622 million kilograms), or 35.4%, of total global 
plastic packaging weight in 2022. Plastic pouches 
and bags (including Amazon mailers, envelopes, bags, 
and bubble-lined bags) made up more than 1.2 billion 
pounds (557 million kilograms), or 31.7%, of total 

plastic packaging weight. Shrink films made up 462 
million pounds (210 million kilograms), or 11.9%, of 
total plastic packaging weight. Meanwhile, 815 million 
pounds (370 million kilograms), or 21% of the total 
weight, were a mix of other plastic products like foams 
or gel packs. 

© Shutterstock/TY Lim
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As one of the biggest retailers on the planet, Amazon 
is increasingly defining how our goods are packaged. In 
2022, Amazon's global net sales reached nearly $514 
billion, up 9.4% from nearly $470 billion in 2021.18 
According to company filings with the Securities and 
Exchange Commission, nearly 70% of these sales were 
in the U.S.,19 where Amazon currently holds a 30.5% 
share of the retail e-commerce market.20  

Amazon has refused to commit to phase out plastic 
packaging in the U.S. — its largest and home market 
— and in other countries including Brazil, Canada, 
and Mexico. In contrast, the company claims to have 
phased out single-use plastic delivery packaging in 
other major markets, specifically all European countries, 
India, and Australia.21 For example, in October 2022, 
the company wrote that it had "stopped packing items 
in single-use plastic delivery bags at Amazon fulfillment 
centers across Europe,”22  and has previously claimed 
that it has done the same in India.23 Amazon has also 
replaced plastic air pillows with recyclable paper in 
Europe, India, and Australia.24 

In the U.S. and Canada, Amazon claims to have 
replaced 99% of mixed-material mailers (i.e., paper 
pouches with a bubble wrap inner lining) with a new 
recyclable paper padded mailer, though it has not 
disclosed the proportion of total packaging that this 
one specific type of mailer represents.25  

Amazon has also pioneered other new packaging 
approaches and technology such as Frustration Free 
Packaging,26 and the conversion of packaging machines 
to use paper instead of plastic.27 In addition, the 
company recently announced that it is testing reusable 

Amazon’s Success and Scale 
Brings Broad Responsibility  

packaging bags in the United Kingdom and France.28 
Amazon should be leaning into these innovations in the 
U.S. and everywhere with bold commitments, leading 
the transition away from single-use plastic packaging. 

Globally, Amazon reported in July 2023 that  — 
following the commitments it has made to date — its 
plastic use declined by 11.6% from 2021 to 2022 for 
shipments from its fulfillment centers.29 The company 
reported in 2021 that it used 107,169 tons (97,222 
metric tons) of single-use plastic for packaging shipped 
through its operations network on a global basis. This 
amount declined in 2022 to 94,706 tons (85,916 
metric tons). A reported 3% increase in the number of 
packages shipped globally without Amazon delivery 
packaging is partially responsible for this decrease, but 
these figures clearly indicate that the commitments the 
company has made in its top markets outside of the 
U.S. are having an impact. 

According to research by YouGov, 85% of polled 
Amazon customers in the U.S. reported being 
concerned about plastic pollution.30 To address these 
concerns and ensure that Amazon solves its plastic 
problem on a global basis now and into the future, 
it’s time for Amazon to do more by focusing on its 
largest and home market. The company reported in 
October 2023 that it had completely eliminated single-
use plastic delivery packaging in one of its fulfillment 
centers in Euclid, Ohio and that “this work is part of a 
multiyear effort to convert U.S. fulfillment centers to 
paper.”31 This is a positive development, but Amazon 
has not made specific time-bound commitments for 
the multiyear effort, nor has it specified the number of 
fulfillment centers that will be included. 

7

Amazon's United States of Plastic



Estimate of Amazon's total plastic packaging footprint 
in the United States
Oceana estimates that Amazon’s plastic packaging 
waste in the U.S. in 2022 (for all transactions on its 
platforms) totaled 208 million pounds (94.3 million 
kilograms), an 9.59% increase over 2021 (190 million 
pounds or 86 million kilograms).32 This amount of 
plastic would, in the form of air pillows, circle the 
planet more than 200 times.33 

Oceana estimated Amazon’s plastic packaging footprint 
for the U.S. — where the company has yet to commit 
to reduce its use of single-use plastic packaging — by 
analyzing e-commerce and packaging market data. 
Over 800 million pounds (363 million kilograms) of 
e-commerce plastic packaging was used in the U.S. in
2022 and Amazon’s retail e-commerce market share
in the U.S. for the same year was 30.5%.34 Oceana
assumed that Amazon’s plastic packaging footprint
correlates with its market share following discussions
with e-commerce packaging experts who agreed that
this is a valid method to estimate Amazon’s packaging
use.35 An estimate based on this correlation was
adjusted downwards to account for the company’s
reported replacement of 99% of mixed-material mailers
in the U.S. with paper padded mailers in 2022 (70% in
2021)36 and delivery of 12% of shipments in the U.S.
without additional Amazon delivery packaging in 2022
(10% in 2021).37 Oceana also requested data directly
from Amazon about its plastic footprint in the U.S.,
which the company has not yet shared or made public.

Amazon sells its products and enables third-party 
sellers to sell their products through its ‘Amazon 
Marketplace’ service. Items purchased from third-party 
sellers can either be shipped directly by the seller or 
shipped (fulfilled) by Amazon, through its network of 
fulfillment centers. To date, Amazon has reported only 

Amazon’s Plastic Packaging
Footprint: 2022 Estimates

on plastic packaging used to ship packages handled 
through its fulfillment centers and global operations 
network. Oceana’s estimate of Amazon’s plastic 
packaging footprint for the U.S. is of the company’s 
total e-commerce plastic packaging use in the country 
as a whole, including items shipped directly by third-
party sellers.

Estimate of aquatic pollution from Amazon's plastic 
packaging
Oceana estimates that up to 22 million pounds (10 
million kilograms) of Amazon’s plastic packaging waste 
produced globally in 2022 will end up in major rivers, 
lakes, and the ocean.

In a 2020 peer-reviewed scientific study published 
in the journal Science, Borrelle et al. estimated that 
in 2016 between 21 and 25 million tons (19 and 23 
million metric tons), or 11% of plastic waste generated 
globally entered freshwater and marine ecosystems, 
which includes major rivers, lakes, and the ocean.38 
The study also projected the annual amount of plastic 
waste entering aquatic ecosystems from 2016-2030 
in 173 countries, representing 97% of the world's 
population. Based on the model developed for this 
study, Oceana estimated the total amount of Amazon's 
global e-commerce plastic packaging waste from 2022 
that will enter aquatic ecosystems. In our calculations, 
we used the upper estimate of the rate of plastic 
waste entering aquatic systems under the "business 
as usual” forecast scenario developed by Borrelle et 
al. and applied this to our estimate of Amazon’s global 
plastic packaging use in 2022.39 The upper bound is 
the most appropriate given plastic packaging's low 
recycling rate and greater likelihood of ending up in 
the waste disposal system and potentially in aquatic 
environments.
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The oceans are facing irreversible catastrophic change 
because of plastic pollution. A peer-reviewed article 
from 2021 by Macleod et al. published in Science 
concluded that some of the most damaging impacts 
of plastic pollution with wide-reaching implications 
may be practically irreversible in ocean environments 
where effective clean-up efforts are improbable.40 
These forward-looking impacts include changes to 
carbon and nutrient cycles; habitat changes within 
marine ecosystems; biological impacts on endangered 
or keystone species (e.g., death, impaired reproduction); 
increased toxicity of seawater; and related societal 
impacts. 

Amazon's plastic packaging carries a high risk of 
ending up in the oceans or other natural environments 

The Oceans Need Plastic
Reduction NOW

because it cannot easily be recycled. Much of Amazon's 
plastic packaging, including plastic bags, bubble-lined 
plastic bags, paper mailers with air bubble padding, 
air pillows, and bubble wrap, is made from plastic 
film (the thin, flexible “plastic shopping bag” type of 
plastic). Amazon itself has noted that plastic film is 
“not commonly accepted through municipal recycling 
programs.”41 Instead, plastic film may be, at best, 
landfilled or incinerated, and at worst, littered or blown 
away by the wind from open dumpsites into nearby 
environments. Amazon ships products internationally 
to over 100 countries worldwide. The likelihood 
that the plastic packaging (or other forms of plastic 
waste) enters the ocean or other aquatic ecosystems 
is influenced by where that waste is generated and 
inadequately managed.42  

© Oceana/Enrique Talledo
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Plastic film has been found to be the most common 
form of marine macroplastic pollution (plastic pieces 
at least 0.2 inches or 5 millimeters across) found in 
nearshore ocean areas.43 A scientific study from 2021 
authored by Morales-Caselles et al. that reviewed 
survey data from around the world, found that items 
made from plastic film such as bags, wrappers, and 
industrial packaging were the first, fourth, and eighth 
most common types of plastic pollution found across 
all aquatic environments surveyed, respectively.44 
According to the lead author of the study, these items 
represented 27% of the litter found in the aquatic 
environment.45   

Amazon’s plastic packaging can be lethal if it finds its 
way into marine ecosystems. A study by Roman et al. 
from 2020, found film-like plastics — including plastic 
bags and wrappers — to be responsible for the biggest 
proportion of large marine animal deaths caused by 
oceanic debris, with whales, dolphins, and sea turtles 

the most impacted.46 In the same study, film-like 
plastics were also found to be the most common item 
ingested by large marine animals in the data reviewed. 
Plastic bags and other packaging made from plastic 
film may be neutrally buoyant in seawater and float 
in the water column where these animals search for 
food, leading to their ingestion. The scientists studying 
these deaths have recommended that reducing the 
production and use of flexible film-like plastics at their 
source is the least expensive option to address this 
problem and most likely to be successful.47

The oceans need plastic pollution reduction now to 
stop the infliction of harm on ocean creatures and 
prevent irreversible and catastrophic environmental 
(and economic) consequences. The companies that are 
contributing to this crisis through continuing to rely 
on single-use plastic packaging — particularly where 
alternative solutions exist — have a moral responsibility 
to take urgent action to cut their reliance on plastic.

© Oceana/Danny Ocampo

Plastic film is one of the most common forms of plastic pollution found across aquatic environments. If ingested, plastic film is often lethal to 
to marine animals.

© Oceana
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Amazon is Still Ignoring
its Shareholders

For the third year in a row, at Amazon’s most recent 
annual meeting in 2023, over 30% of Amazon 
shareholder votes supported an As You Sow 
shareholder proposal asking the company to set a 
plastic packaging reduction goal.48 Thirty-two percent 
of shareholders votes supported the plastic reduction 
proposal, complementing a 49% vote in 2022 and a 
35% vote in 2021.

Ahead of the annual meeting, Oceana called 
on Amazon employees (who are also company 
shareholders) at Amazon’s headquarters in Seattle, 
Washington to win support for the resolution. This 
effort included canvassers, mobile billboards, posters, 
and a LinkedIn campaign. Oceana also sent a letter 
to Amazon investors in support of the resolution and 
created a dedicated website for the endeavor.

Shareholder resolutions are non-binding, which means 
that even if a majority vote is secured, this won’t 
necessarily force a change in company policy. Even 
so, companies often take some form of action if 30% 
to 40% of votes are cast in favor.49 A strong result 
indicates that this is an issue of significant concern for 
shareholders and ignoring this signal is not likely to be 
in the interest of the company, nor its board.

Despite consistently strong support for the resolutions, 
Amazon continues to ignore this effort by its 
shareholders, failing to meet their demands for the 
company to outline a plan for how it can achieve a one-
third reduction in its use of plastic packaging by 2030. 

© Oceana

In May 2023, Oceana called on Amazon shareholders in Seattle, Washington, to vote for the company to support a plastic reduction proposal.  
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Amazon is Lagging Behind
its Competitors

Several of Amazon's competitors have made global 
commitments to reduce their use of single-use plastic 
packaging. Walmart — currently the largest retailer in 
the world according to Forbes’ rankings50 — announced 
in June 2023, that “Moving forward, nearly all orders 
shipped in plastic mailers from fulfillment centers, 
stores, and marketplace items shipped with Walmart 
Fulfillment Services, will arrive in recyclable paper bag 
mailers.”51 The company claimed that this decision “is 
expected to eliminate 65 million plastic bag mailers 
from circulation in the U.S. by the end of the current 
fiscal year.”

Chinese e-commerce giant JD.com — currently 
the ninth largest retailer in the world52 — is taking 
a different approach through scaling-up reusable 
packaging, aiming to reduce its use of single-use 
packaging entirely. In 2023, the company announced 
it will gradually introduce 1.5 million units of reusable 
express packaging and promote a shared recycling 
model for such packaging.53 By the end of 2024, the 
company anticipates eliminating over 100 million 
disposable packages — including plastic bags and foam 
boxes — through this initiative alone, which will be 
deployed in 30 cities across China.

© Shutterstock/Lewis Burnett 
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Amazon Can't Recycle Its Way 
Out of Its Plastic Problem

Most of Amazon's plastic packaging is made from 
plastic film, which cannot reliably be recycled. Amazon 
has communicated publicly and to its shareholders that 
it "recognize[s] that plastic film is a difficult material 
to process, and most municipal recycling programs do 
not accept it."54 Despite this, Amazon still promotes 
recycling as a solution to its large plastic packaging 
waste problem. There are several references to 
plastic recycling programs in the company's recent 
sustainability report and on the company's website — 
Amazon Second Chance — which offers information for 
customers about how to recycle plastic packaging and 
links to alternative recycling sites. Customers who visit 
Amazon’s Second Chance website and scroll down to 
images of plastic packaging (such as the blue and white 
bubble-lined Amazon plastic mailer) are told that "some 
cities offer curbside recycling. Where not available, use 
designated store drop-off locations where plastic film is 
accepted" and then are given a link to “find your drop-
off location."

Recycling is not the solution the company should be 
relying on. Investigations have shown that the “drop-off 
locations” that Amazon directs customers to for plastic 
recycling are not reliable in ensuring plastic packaging 
actually gets recycled. In 2023, the Last Beach Clean 
Up and CALPIRG tracked Amazon packages put in 
drop-off bins in the Los Angeles area recommended 
through the Amazon Second Chance website.55 Of the 
10 plastic items dropped off in recycling bins with a 
tracker, four ended up in a landfill, two ended up in a 
waste transfer center (meaning they’re likely headed to 
a landfill), two went to out-of-state or out-of-country 
recycling centers, and two were last tracked in the Port 
of Los Angeles headed to unknown locations. None of 
them ended up in California recycling centers.

Oceana's research also revealed the ineffectiveness 
of the solutions offered by Amazon for plastic film 
recycling. In 2021, Oceana sent mystery shoppers in 
25 cities in the U.S. and U.K. into 186 stores identified 
by the Amazon Second Chance website as local 
recycling "drop-off locations” for plastic packaging. 
The secret shoppers found that in 41% of these stores, 
representatives said they could not accept Amazon 
plastic packaging. Managers at more than 80% of the 
stores visited told the secret shoppers that they did not 
know their store was listed as a drop-off location for 
the recycling of Amazon packaging. Additionally, when 
the secret shoppers looked into the plastic recycling 
bins, they only saw Amazon packaging in the bins in 
17% of the stores surveyed. Several of the bins were 
labeled as accepting “plastic bags only,” which may 
confuse Amazon shoppers unaware that their plastic 
mailers and other packaging are supposed to go in the 
“plastic bags only” bin. When interviewed by Oceana, 
local municipal recycling officials in both the U.S. and 
the U.K. confirmed that they are not able to recycle 
Amazon's plastic packaging. They explained that this 
packaging continues to be put in recycling bins and 
contaminates other plastic.

Oceana also conducted a multi-part study in the 
same 25 cities in the U.S. and the U.K. to investigate 
what happens to Amazon's plastic packaging waste 
(including what customers do with their packaging). 
The study found that Amazon customers do not 
know that municipal recycling facilities will not accept 
Amazon packaging for recycling (and instead put it into 
the landfill). Oceana surveyed 1,400 Amazon Prime 
customers about how they dispose of their packaging 
and found that three out of four customers are sending 
their plastic packaging to the landfill, intentionally 
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and unintentionally. Over one-third of the Amazon 
customers surveyed put their plastic packaging in their 
curbside recycling bins even though this means the 
plastic packaging will likely end up being landfilled. 
Of those who reported placing their plastic in the bin, 
84% believed the plastic would be recycled; 36% said 
they simply put their Amazon packaging in the trash; 
19.3% said they set the packaging aside; and only 

5.9% said they bring the packaging to store drop-off 
locations (like the ones linked to Amazon's Second 
Chance website). Of all Prime customers surveyed, 92% 
said that they thought Amazon should reduce its use 
of plastic packaging. Nearly 95% of the Amazon Prime 
customers surveyed were concerned about plastic 
pollution's impact on the oceans.

© Shutterstock/Nordroden

Plastic film is not accepted by most municipal recycling facilities — in large part because it can damage sorting machinery.
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Conclusion and
Recommendations

Amazon claims “Success and Scale Bring Broad 
Responsibility” but the scale of the company’s 
strategies to reduce plastic do not yet match its vast 
footprint.56 As a company built on taking risks with 
exciting new ideas, it should be leaning into innovations 
that show great promise for plastic reduction — like 
reusable packaging — in the U.S., and everywhere it 
operates. 

Amazon has the power to implement company-wide 
changes that would significantly reduce the amount of 

single-use plastic consumers use on a day-to-day basis, 
including the plastic that ends up in our oceans. It is 
now clear that the company can do this and is doing 
this in its major markets, but not in the U.S., its largest 
market. 

To tackle its growing plastic problem, Oceana calls on 
Amazon to phase out plastic packaging in its largest 
market — the United States — and make a company-
wide commitment to reduce the total amount of plastic 
packaging it uses by at least one-third by 2030. 

© Oceana/Ferdinand Edralin
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Oceana is the largest international advocacy organization dedicated solely to ocean conservation. Oceana is rebuilding 
abundant and biodiverse oceans by winning science-based policies in countries that control one-quarter of the world’s wild 
fish catch. With more than 300 victories that stop overfishing, habitat destruction, oil and plastic pollution, and the killing 
of threatened species like turtles, whales, and sharks, Oceana’s campaigns are delivering results. A restored ocean means 
that 1 billion people can enjoy a healthy seafood meal every day, forever. Together, we can save the oceans and help feed 
the world. Visit Oceana.org to learn more.  




