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Executive Summary
The Coca-Cola Company has a plastic problem. Its use of single-use plastic packaging is 
creating brand, regulatory, environmental, and other risks (as the company has disclosed 
in its filings to the United States Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC)).1 Despite the 
acknowledged risks, the company is using more rather than less plastic. Coca-Cola’s annual 
plastic packaging use has increased from 2.96 million metric tons (6.53 billion pounds) in 2018 
to nearly 3.45 million metric tons (7.61 billion pounds) in 2023.2 The total number of Coca-Cola 
products sold annually in single-use plastic bottles has risen from 117 billion to a whopping 
137 billion during the same period.3 Coca-Cola’s current annual plastic packaging footprint in 
the form of 500 milliliter bottles stacked on top of each other would circle around the earth 
more than 100 times.4   

In this report, Oceana forecasts that if nothing changes, 
the company’s annual plastic use will be over 4.13 
million metric tons (9.12 billion pounds) by 2030 (a 
1.17 million metric ton (2.58 billion pound) increase 
over the company’s reported plastic use in 2018). 
Oceana also estimates, based on peer-reviewed 
scientific data, that by 2030 up to 602,000 metric 
tons (1.33 billion pounds) of the plastic packaging sold 
by Coca-Cola annually will become pollution in our 
waterways and oceans. This amount of plastic could fill 
the stomachs of over 18 million blue whales.5 Between 
2024 and 2030, Oceana estimates that a cumulative 
total of up to 3.61 million metric tons (nearly 8 billion 
pounds) of Coca-Cola’s plastic packaging will enter 
aquatic systems — the equivalent of over 190 billion 
500 milliliter plastic bottles.6

The company has a solution to its plastic problem 
— reusable packaging. Coca-Cola, unbeknownst to 
many, is a world leader in the sale of reusables. The 
company sells billions of reusable bottles every year. In 
2023, 10.2% of the company’s “packaging mix” were 
in reusable bottles (primarily refillable/returnable glass 
bottles).7 The company sells its soda, water, and other 
products in reusable packaging in many countries 
including Brazil, Chile, Eritrea, Germany, Mexico, 
Nigeria, the Philippines, and even in the United States 
in South Texas.8 In 2022, refillable glass and plastic 
bottles represented more than half of Coca-Cola’s 
beverage sales in more than 20 markets, and more 
than 25% of sales in another 20 markets.9 Coca-Cola 

stated in its 2024 Fourth Quarter earnings release that 
“Returnable glass bottles offer a unique competitive 
advantage.”10

Importantly, refillable bottles can be used up to 25 
times if made of plastic and up to 50 times if made of 
glass.11 This means that a refillable bottle avoids the 
production and use of up to 49 additional single-use 
bottles. Each of those avoided throwaway bottles 
would have entered waste streams or been littered, 
with either pathway possibly leading to the oceans. 
In 2022, Coca-Cola reported a global collection 
rate of only 58% for their single-use polyethylene 
terephthalate (PET) plastic bottles.12 In the U.S., the 
collection rate was much lower, at 28%.13 In contrast, 
for that same year Coca-Cola reported that 93% of its 
refillable bottles were collected to be reused globally.14

Disappointingly, in December 2024, Coca-Cola 
discarded its goal to reach 25% reusable packaging 
by 2030.15 Oceana modeled what could happen if the 
company met this goal, instead of abandoning it. It 
turns out that increasing reusables would allow the 
company to continue to grow its sales and revenues 
without growing its plastic footprint. Oceana found 
that if Coca-Cola were to reach 25% reusable 
packaging by 2030, the company could reduce both the 
weight of plastic packaging that it uses annually and 
the amount of this plastic that pollutes aquatic systems 
by 15% compared to a "business-as-usual" scenario. If 
Coca-Cola were to reach 26.4% reusable packaging, the 
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company could "bend its plasti c curve" — reducing its 
annual plasti c use below current levels by 2030.

Instead of prioriti zing reuse, the company announced 
that it would double down on single-use plasti c. The 
company’s new goals for packaging are to aim to 
increase “recycled plasti c use to 30% to 35% globally” 
and “help ensure the collecti on of 70% to 75% of the 
equivalent number of bott les and cans introduced 
into the market annually,” both by 2035.16 These two 
goals replace and weaken previous goals to use at least 
50% recycled content across all packaging materials 
by 2030 and to collect and recycle a bott le or can for 
each one the company sells by 2030.17 Even if realized, 
these new lackluster goals will do litt le to address the 
company’s plasti c problem. 

Collecti ng plasti c for recycling and selling single-use 
packaging with recycled plasti c content will not reduce 
the company’s overall plasti c footprint. Adding recycled 
plasti c to a bott le does not make it more likely to be 
collected or reused. And these recycled single-use 
plasti c bott les can — just like bott les made of virgin 
plasti c — become marine polluti on. The Coca-Cola 
company uses esti mates of nati onal collecti on rates 
to forecast how many of its bott les might be collected 
because the company — for the most part — does not 
collect the single-use plasti c bott les it and its bott lers 
produce.18 This is because Coca-Cola is a beverage 
company, not a waste management company, and has a 
limited ability to impact how much plasti c is collected.

© Oceana/Danny Ocampo© Shutt erstock/Rokas Tenys
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The Coca-Cola Company disclosed to the Ellen 
MacArthur Foundati on that, in 2022, “the total rPET 
premium cost was $959 million” (rPET refers to 
recycled PET).19 It appears, based on this note, that 
the company — and its bott ling partners — spend 
nearly a billion dollars each year (in additi on to normal 
operati ng costs) on purchasing rPET to make single-use 
plasti c bott les and other packaging. Had Coca-Cola put 
that $959 million into reuse in the form of additi onal 
capital expenditures, Oceana esti mates the company 
could have supported the sale of reusable packaging 
equivalent to roughly 10% the volume of its global 
sales in 2023, on top of existi ng refi llable sales.20 The 
company has the fi nancial capacity and operati onal 
experience needed to scale up reusable packaging.

Many studies have found that plasti c polluti on is 
devastati ng the seas and harming ocean animals. 
Impacts on marine organisms include death and 
impairments to their ability to move, eat, grow, survive, 
and reproduce.21 Tens of thousands of individual 
marine animals have consumed or become entangled 
in plasti c.22 As the infl ux of plasti cs into the ocean 
persists, the number of marine species impacted by this 
material conti nues to grow.

Coca-Cola was the number one polluter of branded 
plasti c found in the environment, according to a recent 
study.23 This research also revealed a direct correlati on 
between plasti c producti on and plasti c polluti on. The 
more plasti c packaging businesses like Coca-Cola use, 
the more of their plasti c packaging ends up in nature.

Importantly, more scienti fi c research is fi nding that 
plasti c is harming human beings. According to Coca-
Cola’s 2024 annual report, its customers consumed 
more than 2.2 billion servings of its products per day.24

Presumably, many of the hundreds of millions of people 
drinking these beverages are also being exposed to the 
problemati c health consequences of plasti c. Coca-
Cola should be concerned about the potenti al impact 
of plasti c on its customers. Studies have connected 
microplasti cs, nanoplasti cs, and the chemicals used 
in plasti cs to health issues like dementi a,25 heart 
disease,26 infl ammatory bowel disease,27 auti sm,28

inferti lity,29 att enti on defi cit hyperacti vity disorder 
(ADHD),30 type 2 diabetes,31 and cancer.32 Plasti c 
used in Coca-Cola’s packaging can directly enter 

human bodies when customers drink beverages from 
plasti c bott les. Additi onally, people can be exposed 
to it when microplasti c polluti on from Coca-Cola’s 
packaging becomes airborne and is inhaled, or it enters 
the environment or food web and is consumed (e.g., 
as sea salt or seafood).33 In 2022, when microplasti cs 
were detected in human blood for the fi rst ti me, 
PET — the type of plasti c that Coca-Cola’s single-use 
plasti c bott les are made of — was the most widely 
encountered polymer, found in 50% of the 22 samples 
tested.34

The Coca-Cola Company’s plasti c use and status as one 
of the worst plasti c polluters in the world is increasingly 
a liability for the company and the planet. As such, the 
decision by the company to double down on single-
use plasti c and move away from reuse should concern 
Coca-Cola’s regulators, investors, employees, and 
customers.

The company needs to take real acti on to address its 
plasti c problem now instead of focusing on measures 
that don’t meaningfully reduce its plasti c footprint. 
If the company is unwilling to do this on its own, 
policymakers need to consider measures to ensure that 
the company’s massive plasti c problem is addressed. 

Coca-Cola refutes and criti ques some of the 
conclusions and methodologies in this report. For 
Coca-Cola’s full response, please see Appendix I.

© Oceana/Juan Cuetos
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The World’s Top 
Plastic Polluter 
In 1927, The Coca-Cola Company marketed its trademark soft  drink as being "Around the 
Corner from Everywhere."35 Nearly 100 years later, Coca-Cola is everywhere. Its beverages 
are sold in over 200 countries and territories.36 In 2024, over 191 billion liters of Coca-Cola 
products we re consumed globally at a rate of 2.2 billion servings per day.37

Almost half of the beverages sold by Coca-Cola are 
in throwaway plasti c. In 2023, 47.7% of the volume 
of Coca-Cola beverages consumed around the world 
was packaged in single-use plasti c packaging — a 
total of 137 billion bott les of various sizes.38 In 2022, 
Coca-Cola’s share of all single-use plasti c bott les 
sold globally was 21.5%.39 Because these single-use 
bott les are designed to be thrown away, large numbers 
become polluti on all over the world. Coca-Cola is the 
top global plasti c polluter according to brand audits of 
plasti c polluti on collected by over 200,000 volunteers 
in 87 countries by the global Break Free From Plasti c 
movement.40

Scienti fi c research published in 2024 in the journal 
Science using data from the Break Free From 
Plasti c brand audits found that Coca-Cola products 
represented 11% of the 909,771 branded waste items 
found polluti ng the environment across 84 countries 
over a fi ve-year period.41 This research also revealed 
a direct correlati on between plasti c producti on and 
plasti c polluti on, such that every 1% increase in 
companies’ plasti c producti on is associated with a 1% 
increase in plasti c polluti on in the environment. The 
more plasti c packaging businesses like Coca-Cola use, 
the more of their plasti c packaging ends up in nature.

© Shutt erstock/JRomero04
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Coca-Cola’s Worsening 
Plastic Problem
Based on historical trends of The Coca-Cola Company’s revenue growth and use of plastic 
packaging, Oceana modeled the future revenue growth of the company, as well as the plastic 
packaging waste, and aquatic plastic pollution that the company is predicted to generate and 
be responsible for. This modeling was carried out for the years 2024 through 2030, for the 
purposes of informing and testing strategies to reduce plastic pollution.

Forecasted Revenue Growth

Over the past five years, Coca-Cola has experienced 
significant financial growth. In 2023, The Coca-Cola 
Company reported a net revenue of $45.8 billion, 
which marks a growth of 33.4% from 2018.42 Applying 
a future annual revenue growth rate of 3.48% derived 
from financial analysts’ forecasts of revenue growth of 
the company, Oceana forecasted an annual net revenue 
for Coca-Cola of $58.2 billion by 2030, up $12.4 billion 
from 2023 (See Figure 1).43

Forecasted Plastic Packaging Waste

As Coca-Cola’s sales grow, so does its use of packaging. 
In 2023, Coca-Cola used just under 3.45 million metric 
tons (7.6 billion pounds) of plastic, 485,000 metric 
tons (1.07 billion pounds) more than in 2018, the first 
year that the company started publicly disclosing these 
figures.44 This marks a 16% growth in plastic use in just 
five years. Coca-Cola’s current annual plastic packaging 
footprint in the form of 500 milliliter bottles stacked on 
top of each other would circle around the Earth more 
than 100 times.45    

Oceana used historical packaging data for the years 
2018-2023 reported by Coca-Cola, to model future 
plastic packaging use by the company.46 Without 
corporate action or government intervention, Oceana 
estimates that by 2030, plastic usage from sales of 
Coca-Cola products will increase by 20% (from last 
reported values in 2023), surpassing 4.13 million 

metric tons (9.12 billion pounds) of plastic per year by 
2030 (See Figure 1). The cumulative total weight of 
plastic used between 2024 and 2030 by the company 
would amount to 26.7 million metric tons (58.8 
billion pounds). This "business-as-usual" scenario is 
conservative as it assumes that Coca-Cola’s sales in 
single-use plastic packaging do not increase relative 
to other packaging types. Given recent historical 
trends, it is possible that single-use plastic packaging 
use will grow more in relation to other packaging 
options resulting in a much larger overall future plastic 
footprint for the company. In 2018, Coca-Cola reported 
that single-use plastic bottles represented 45.5% of its 
packaging mix.47 This figure rose to 47.7% in 2023.48

In addition, the reported and forecasted plastic use 
by Coca-Cola only represents approximately 90% 
of the company’s consumer-facing primary plastic 
packaging.49 The company has stated that its reported 
data excludes closures, labels, pre-packaged non-
refillable plastic cups, plastic bottles larger than 3 liters, 
fountain/food service cups, and coffee cups. 

Oceana carried out a simple regression analysis 
comparing the company’s reported revenue to reported 
plastic packaging for the years 2018-2023.50 This 
analysis indicated a strong correlation (Pearson’s 
correlation coefficient of 0.95). This correlation 
is problematic if trends continue in the long term 
given the many negative impacts of plastic on the 
environment and human health, and for Coca-Cola’s 
business.
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Forecasted Aquatic Plastic Pollution

In 2020, an international team of scientists led by 
Stephanie Borrelle at the University of Toronto 
predicted the growth in plastic waste going into 
aquatic systems (e.g., rivers, lakes, seas, and oceans), 
country-by-country, each year until 2030.51 The study 
— published in the journal Science — estimated that 19 
to 23 million metric tons (42 to 51 billion pounds) of 
the plastic generated globally in 2016 entered aquatic 
systems. The scientists predicted that annual total 
plastic pollution may reach up to 90 million metric 
tons (198 billion pounds) by 2030 unless extraordinary 
efforts are made to transform the global plastics 
economy.

The Borrelle study assumes that the closer to an 
aquatic ecosystem that waste is generated and 
inadequately managed, the greater the probability it 
will enter that aquatic ecosystem. Oceana applied the 
forecasted rates of emission of plastic pollution into 
aquatic ecosystems from the study to the forecasted 

plastic usage by Coca-Cola (as estimated by Oceana), to 
estimate plastic pollution into aquatic systems globally 
by the company from 2024 until 2030.

Without corporate action or government intervention, 
Oceana estimates that by 2030, up to 602,000 metric 
tons (1.33 billion pounds) of the plastic packaging sold 
by Coca-Cola annually will become pollution in our 
waterways and oceans. This amount of plastic could fill 
the stomachs of over 18 million blue whales.52 Between 
2024 and 2030, we estimate that a cumulative total 
of up to 3.61 million metric tons (7.96 billion pounds) 
of Coca-Cola’s plastic packaging will enter aquatic 
systems — the equivalent of over 190 billion 500 
milliliter single-use plastic bottles.53

Figure 1. Historical and forecasted revenue growth and plastic use by The Coca-Cola Company. Solid lines 
represent trends between reported data points (2018-2023), dotted lines represent forecasted trends (2024-
2030).
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Plasti c found in sea turtle fecal matt er.

What Plastic Pollution Does 
to Marine Life
From as early as the 1960s, marine life has been impacted by plasti c polluti on. In 1966, 
researchers found plasti c in 74% of 100 albatross carcasses that had been collected from 
the remote Hawaiian Islands Nati onal Wildlife Refuge.54 In 1989, a study determined that 
plasti cs made up nearly 40% of foreign material found in the stomachs of whales.55 Now, 
plasti c polluti on pervades all corners of the ocean — from fl oati ng on its surface to sett ling in 
its deepest trenches, and from isolated shores to melti ng Arcti c ice.56 Plasti c even lingers in 
the marine atmosphere above the water.57 It seems everywhere that scienti sts look, plasti c 
is found. And where researchers have studied the impacts of plasti c on marine life, they 
have discovered that plasti c and the chemicals added to plasti c are negati vely aff ecti ng all 
levels of the marine food web, with wider consequences to enti re ecosystems.58 Impacts on 
marine organisms include death and impairments to their ability to move, eat, grow, survive, 
and reproduce.59 Tens of thousands of individual marine animals have consumed or become 
entangled in plasti c including those from over 900 species of larger marine organisms.60 As 
the infl ux of plasti cs into the ocean persists, the roster of marine species impacted by this 
ubiquitous material conti nues to grow.

© Gumbo Limbo Nature Center Inc./The Coastal Stewards
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Plasti c bott les and cups are responsible for their own 
unique impact on marine life. Bott les for example, 
can become ‘death traps’ for smaller creatures, like 
crustaceans that enter the bott les but can’t escape. In 
less than a week, crabs trapped in bott les, stranded 
on beaches, die from dehydrati on and sun exposure. 
This problem is compounded by the behavior of 
some crabs that release a scent when they die that 
draws other crabs looking for newly available habitat. 
On the beaches of two remote islands in the Indian 
Ocean litt ered with discarded plasti c bott les, scienti sts 
documented this phenomenon in populati ons of 
hermit crabs.61 These discarded plasti c bott les become 
death traps for hermit crabs, with each bott le found to 
contain about nine dead crabs. The scienti sts esti mated 
that more than half a million hermit crabs die each year 
aft er becoming trapped inside plasti c bott le waste on 
these far-fl ung islands. 

Both intact and broken plasti c bott les and cups 
can be eaten by large marine animals that mistake 
plasti c polluti on for food. This plasti c can cause the 
death of an animal through choking it, piercing the 
animal’s gut wall,62 or starving the animal when it feels 
full from eati ng plasti c and stops eati ng nutriti ous 
food.63 A single piece of plasti c can be responsible for 
reoccurring repercussions when an animal that eats 
plasti c is eaten by another animal.64 In 2018, a sperm 
whale was found dead in Indonesia with nearly six 
kilograms of plasti c waste, including 115 plasti c cups 
and four plasti c bott les, in its digesti ve system.65 In 
2020, an albatross died with an enti re 500 milliliter 
plasti c water bott le in its stomach aft er being found in 
an emaciated conditi on on a beach in New Zealand.66

Plasti c bott le caps may also obstruct the digesti ve tract 
of marine animals or accumulate in their stomachs, 
either way causing a slow death through starvati on.67

In 2018, a viral video circulated of a fi sher in Costa Rica 
pulling pieces of plasti c — including three bott le caps — 
out of the stomach of a mahi-mahi.68

In sea turtles, gas buildup may occur when stomach 
juices and food are stuck behind plasti c obstructi ons in 
their digesti ve tract, eventually causing the animals to 
fl oat, which leads to starvati on and makes them an easy 
target for predators.69 Bott le caps are parti cularly lethal 
for sea turtles because they have downward spines in 

their throats which prevent them from regurgitati ng 
any hard substance they swallow. In 2011, a giant sea 
turtle was found dead on an Australian beach with 
317 pieces of plasti c — including bott le caps — in its 
digesti ve system.70

Once plasti c bott les and cups break up, they eventually 
become microplasti cs (plasti cs which measure from 1 
micrometer to 5 millimeters in length) and nanoplasti cs 
(plasti cs smaller than 1 micrometer) that can more 
easily be consumed and absorbed into marine 
organisms of all sizes. A range of biological processes in 
marine organisms have been reported to be impacted 
by microplasti cs, including feeding, reproducti on, 
development, growth of adults and their off spring, gene 
expression, and ti ssue infl ammati on.71

Plasti c packaging can also act as a source of toxic 
chemicals in the ocean when substances that were 
added during manufacturing leach from plasti c 
polluti on into the surrounding water, putti  ng marine life 
at risk of harm from exposure.72 Additi onally, nano and 
microplasti cs att ract and harbor chemical pollutants, 
which, when consumed together with these parti cles, 
cause additi onal harm.73 A recent study found that 
when shrimp-like zooplankton were exposed in the lab 
to relati vely high concentrati ons of chemicals including 
those commonly added to PET plasti c bott les,74 this 
hindered mati ng behavior and decreased sperm counts 
in the male animals.75

© Nova Southeastern University, Broward
County Sea Turtle Conservati on Program
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Without corporate acti on or government 
interventi on, Oceana esti mates that by 2030, up 
to 602,000 metric tons (1.33 billion pounds) of 
the plasti c packaging sold annually by Coca-Cola 
could become polluti on in our waterways 
and oceans.
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How Reuse Can Bend Coca-Cola’s 
Plastic Growth Curve
A proven solution to reduce plastic pollution is reusable packaging. In the beverage sector, 
reusable packaging exists in large formats such as jugs, kegs, and barrels, and in small formats 
such as single-serve cups, and both single and multi-serve bottles. Reusable packaging in the 
form of bottles is generally referred to by drink companies and in advertising as "refillable 
bottles," or "returnable bottles." They differ from personal reusable bottles in that they are not 
owned, washed, and refilled by the consumer, but instead by a bottling company.

Where available, drinks in refillable bottles can be 
purchased from any type of retailer (supermarket or 
small store), as well as restaurants and hotels. Refillable 
bottles are returned by consumers when empty, often 
to the original point of sale, collected by the bottling 
company that owns them, taken back to the plant, 
then washed, refilled, delivered to the retailer, and 
sold (reused) again. Consumers return refillable bottles 
because they pay a deposit when they buy the drink 
that is refunded to them upon returning the bottle. This 
can also make drinks more affordable, which is the main 
reason for the popularity of refillable bottles in many 
parts of the world.

Refillable bottles can be made from both glass and PET 
plastic and are thicker and more durable than single-use 
bottles to facilitate reuse. The thicker bottles can also 
hold carbonation better, which industry experts have 
said can make soft drinks taste better, too. 

Many types of beverages are sold in refillable bottles, 
including water, soft drinks, milk, and beer. In fact, a 
huge amount of beer is sold in refillable glass bottles by 
brewers worldwide. Anheuser-Busch InBev, the world’s 
largest brewer, reported that approximately 41.2% of 
its volume was sold in returnable packaging in 2023.76

Also in 2023, Heineken, the second-largest brewer in 
the world, reported that approximately 38% of their 
packaging was produced in a returnable format.77

Heineken has also set a goal to have 43% of the 
volumes it sells be in a reusable format by 2030.78

Though disappearing in some parts of the world, 
refillable bottles are still widely purchased by 
consumers in many countries including Brazil, Chile, 
Eritrea, Germany, Mexico, Nigeria, the Philippines, and 
even the U.S. in South Texas.79 Coca-Cola sells a lot of 
these bottles. As of 2022, refillable glass and plastic 
bottles represented more than half of Coca-Cola’s 
beverage sales in more than 20 markets, and more than 
25% of sales in another 20 markets.80 The same year, 
reusable packaging accounted for approximately 10.4% 
of the company’s total volume of packaged beverage 
sales globally.81 In 2018, Coca-Cola introduced its 
refillable “Universal Bottle,” which is now used across 
much of Latin America and South Africa. The bottle is 
a single color, shape, and size, and can interchangeably 
contain multiple sparkling and still brands, driving 
efficiency of collection, cleaning, and filling.82

Refillable glass bottles are also good for business. 
Coca-Cola stated in its 2024 Fourth Quarter earnings 
release that “Returnable glass bottles offer a unique 
competitive advantage” writing that, 

“Returnable glass bottles are important to the 
company’s RGM (Revenue Growth Management) 
capabilities, serving as both an affordable and 
premium package that can be tailored to local market 
needs. In developed markets across Western Europe, 
the bottle is a key premium package in away-from-
home channels. In certain developing and emerging 
markets, returnable glass bottles are an affordable 
offering that enables the company to recruit 
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Reuse Wins at the Olympics
New systems for reusable cups are rapidly growing in popularity and are being adopted at large events 
and sports and entertainment venues across the world. Like refi llable bott les, reusable cups can be 
extremely eff ecti ve at reducing single-use plasti c packaging waste. When systems are well-designed 
and opti mized to minimize waste, reusable cups can be used over 100 ti mes and collecti on rates for 
these cups typically exceed 90%.96

In 2024, the Paris Olympic and Paralympic Games became the largest sporti ng event in history to 
serve beverages to spectators in reusable cups. The system was fl awed, as some beverages were 
poured into reusable cups from single-use plasti c bott les, and reusable cups were branded with the 
Olympic logo making them att racti ve to fans to take home as souvenirs and unable to be used at 
future events.97 Despite this, the Paris 2024 Organizing Committ ee reported that the Games achieved 
a 52% reducti on in single-use plasti c compared to the London 2012 Games and a 70% reducti on in 
the number of single-use plasti c bott les used.98 The report cited a “new drinks distributi on model” 
including the use of drink fountains with reusable cups and returnable glass bott les, as well as 
promoti ng the use of personal water bott les, and reducing single-use plasti c packaging as the key 
acti ons that were taken to achieve these outcomes.99 Paris 2024 proved that reusable packaging used 
at scale can dramati cally reduce single-use plasti c packaging waste. Coca-Cola should commit to using 
reusable packaging at the upcoming Winter and Summer Olympic games in Italy and Los Angeles, 
respecti vely, as well as at the 2026 FIFA World Cup. Coca-Cola is a major sponsor of all these events.

© Oceana/Agnes Lisik

Coca-Cola beverages were served to 
spectators at the Paris 2024 Olympic and 
Paralympic Games in reusable cups.



Coca-Cola’s World With Waste

16

consumers and develop the commercial beverage 
industry.”83

Importantly, refillable bottles can be used up to 25 
times if made of plastic and up to 50 times if made of 
glass.84 What this means is that a refillable bottle avoids 
the production and use of up to 49 additional bottles. 
Each of those avoided throwaway bottles would have 
entered waste streams or been littered, with either 
pathway possibly leading to the oceans. For 2022, 
Coca-Cola reported a global collection rate of only 58% 
for their single-use PET plastic bottles.85 In the U.S., the 
collection rate was much lower, at 28%.86 In contrast, 
for the same year Coca-Cola reported that 93% of their 
refillable bottles were collected to be reused globally.87

These bottles are closely managed in refillable systems 
because they have economic value for the bottling 
companies that own them. Refillable bottles are clearly 
the winning strategy to minimize plastic pollution.

In February 2022, Coca-Cola, in recognition of reusable 
packaging being “…among the most effective ways to 
reduce waste…” announced it was committing to an 
“industry-leading goal to significantly boost its use of 
reusable packaging,” pledging to reach 25% reusable 
packaging (including for fountain and other dispensed 
products) by 2030 (up from 16% in 2020).88 After 
reporting that the company had fallen to 14% reusable 
packaging in 2023,89 in December 2024, Coca-Cola 
announced it was dropping this goal.90 Concurrently, 
the company also dropped its goal to decrease its 
use of virgin plastic and seemingly its entire "World 
Without Waste" strategy, with details on this program 
erased from Coca-Cola’s website. The company 
retained only weakened goals to increase recycled 
content in primary packaging and to help with efforts 
to increase beverage container collection rates. This 
decision was widely covered by the press, potentially 
resulting in reputational damage for the company.91

The Coca-Cola Company disclosed to the Ellen 
MacArthur Foundation that, in 2022, “the total rPET 
premium cost was $959 million.”92 Based on the 
current reported capital expenditures (CapEx) used 
to support the sale of refillable bottles by one of the 
company’s top bottlers, the same amount of money 
— nearly $1 billion — could theoretically support the 
sale of refillable bottles roughly equivalent to 10% 
of the global volume of sales of Coca-Cola products 

in 2023.93 This would be in addition to the 29 billion 
refillable bottles reported sold by the company in 
2023, which represented 10.2% of its packaging 
mix.94 Unfortunately, the company has not announced 
additional capital spending at this scale for the 
purposes of expanding the sale of reusable packaging. 
Despite this, increasing reusable packaging remains the 
best strategy for the company to decrease its single-
use plastic packaging use, and the amount of this waste 
that enters the ocean and other environments. 

To demonstrate the potential that reusable packaging 
has for reducing Coca-Cola’s plastic packaging footprint 
and its contribution to aquatic plastic pollution, Oceana 
modeled future scenarios of packaging use by the 
company.95 The modeled scenarios included Coca-
Cola’s original goal of reaching 25% reusable packaging 
by 2030, plus more ambitious targets to test what 
would be needed to reduce the company’s plastic 
packaging use below current and historical levels. 

Oceana found that if Coca-Cola were to reach 25% 
reusable packaging by 2030, the company could 
reduce both the weight of plastic packaging that it uses 
annually and the weight of this plastic that pollutes 
aquatic systems each by 15% compared to a "business-
as-usual" scenario, where reusable packaging does 
not increase above last reported levels (10.2% of the 
volume of packaged beverage sales). This strategy could 
enable Coca-Cola to avoid the production and use of a 
cumulative total of 2.49 million metric tons (5.49 billion 
pounds) of plastic packaging between 2024-2030 and 
prevent up to 350,000 metric tons (772 million pounds) 
of this plastic from getting into the world’s rivers, lakes 
and oceans (See Table 1).

Oceana also found that if Coca-Cola were to increase 
reusable packaging to only 26.4% of the volume of its 
packaged beverage sales, the company could bend its 
plastic curve — reducing its plastic use below current 
levels, reaching 3.44 million metric tons (7.58 billion 
pounds) per year by 2030 (See Figure 2). If Coca-Cola 
were to reach 37.8% reusable packaging, this could 
achieve a reduction in plastic use by the company 
below 2018 levels (2.95 million metric tons (6.5 billion 
pounds) per year by 2030).
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10.2% Reuse 
(Business-as-

usual)
25% Reuse 26.3% Reuse 37.8% Reuse 

Annual plastic packaging 
use by 2030 (million mt) 4.13 3.50 3.44 2.95

Of which estimated 
to become aquatic 
pollution (million mt)

0.60 0.51 0.50 0.43

Total plastic use 2024-
2030 (million mt) 26.69 24.19 23.97 21.91

Of which estimated 
to become aquatic 
pollution (million mt)

3.61 3.26 3.23 2.95

Table 1. Forecasted annual and total plastic packaging use and aquatic plastic pollution by The Coca-Cola 
Company under future scenarios of increasing reusable beverage packaging.
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Figure 2. Forecasted annual plastic packaging use by The Coca-Cola Company under future scenarios of increasing 
reusable beverage packaging.
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Reuse is a Winning Strategy 
to Reduce Coca-Cola’s 
Carbon Emissions
Reusable packaging is also a winning strategy for reducing Coca-Cola’s carbon emissions and 
thus the company’s contributi on to climate change. Coca-Cola itself stated in its 2022 Business 
and Sustainability report that “refi llable packages, both glass and plasti c, can have the lowest 
carbon footprints of [its] packaging opti ons.”100 Coca-Cola’s head of sustainability, Beatriz 
Perez, told investors at a conference in 2023 that refi llable packaging has the “lower carbon 
footprint within the business” (as compared to other opti ons).101

© Oceana/Addison Bauer
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Coca-Cola FEMSA, the world’s second largest Coca-
Cola bott ler, has reported that the greenhouse gas 
emissions of its Universal Bott le — a refi llable PET 
bott le used for multi ple brands — are up to 47% 
lower compared to single-use PET bott les.102 Coca-
Cola Andina, another major bott ler in South America, 
reported a slightly bett er performance for the Universal 
Bott le at 48.2% lower emissions, citi ng Coca-Cola’s 
"Decarbonizati on Guidebook" as the source for their 
emissions stati sti cs.103 Refi llable glass bott les were 
reported as having 10.2% lower emissions than single-
use PET bott les. Coca-Cola İçecek (CCI), a major bott ler 
in Western and Central Asia, reported that their use 
of refi llable glass bott les in Türkiye, Pakistan, and 
Uzbekistan prevented 373,324 tons of CO2 emissions 
in 2022.104

In recent years, refi llable bott ling systems have become 
more effi  cient, with companies employing retreatment 
systems to recycle the water used for washing and 

using solar energy to heat it. In additi on, some reusable 
packaging systems use modern supply chain logisti cs 
and soft ware to increase the effi  ciency of the delivery 
and return of bott les and cups. Regardless, an oft en-
missed point is that emissions relati ng to the return 
of refi llable bott les are not as relevant as one may 
think given that all trucks need to return to the plant 
anyways. Coca-Cola Andina’s CFO Andres Wainer 
in 2022 stated to investors that “the only diff erence 
is that we’re putti  ng empty bott les that don’t weigh 
much. So, the carbon footprint of that is very, very low. 
It is nothing relevant because the truck [has] to return 
anyways back to the plant. So, there’s no problem in 
using refi llable bott les over long distances… We ship 
refi llable bott les for hundreds of kilometers, and it’s 
not an issue.”105 When Coca-Cola announced its goal in 
2022, the company stated that “…refi llable containers 
have high levels of collecti on and are low-carbon 
footprint beverage containers, because the container 
collecti on is built into the beverage delivery model.”106

© Oceana/Pilar Marίn
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Recycling Won’t Save the 
Oceans from Coca-Cola’s 
Plastic Pollution

In addition, the company can’t easily address its plastic 
problem through increasing collection rates because it 
does not control the collection of single-use bottles and 
cans. As the company wrote in its 2023 Environmental 
Update: 

“The key challenge for us is collection for recycling of 
beverage packaging”

Coca-Cola reported in this update that the collection 
rate for its packaging was 62%.107 It’s important to note 
that the company’s reported collection rate represents, 
according to the company, 

“a weighted average of national collection rates or 
returnable bottle collection rates for select primary 
consumer packaging.”108

Coca-Cola is using national collection rates to estimate 
how many of its bottles might be collected because— 
for the most part — it does not collect the single-use 
plastic bottles it and its partners produce. Coca-Cola 
is a beverage company, not a waste management 
company.

The company’s single-use plastic bottles — regardless 
of whether they are made of virgin plastic or recycled 
plastic — are waste items that are thrown away. Some 

of these bottles might go to garbage dumps, some 
might be recycled, and some might become pollution 
and end up in the ocean. The company has little control 
over what happens to its single-use bottles after they 
are used because it has designed its single-use plastic 
packaging to be used just once and then discarded. This 
is in contrast to reusable bottles, which the company 
owns and collects from its customers. Additionally, the 
majority of the plastic used in PET bottles collected for 
recycling will likely not become a bottle again. As the 
non-profit group Zero Waste Europe has stated “[t]he 
PET system is currently not very circular and has a high 
level of leakage” (approximately 75% of the PET placed 
on the market).109

Coca-Cola is now selling beverages packaged in 100% 
rPET bottles in the U.S., a country where Coca-Cola has 
reported that only 28% of PET bottles are collected for 
recycling.110 A customer there might reasonably believe 
that the 20-ounce Coca-Cola they purchased in a 100% 
rPET single-use bottle was made from plastic coming 
from bottles discarded by fellow customers in the U.S. 
There is a very good chance that this belief would be 
misplaced. According to recent news reports, rPET in 
the U.S. is increasingly being supplied by imports from 
countries in Southeast Asia.111

Coca-Cola’s plastic problem won’t be solved with recycling (or increasing recycled content). 
This is because Coca-Cola packaging made with recycled plastic is still single-use and, like 
those made with virgin plastic, designed to be thrown away after one use. Adding recycled 
plastic to a bottle does not make it more likely to be collected or reused. And these recycled 
plastic bottles can — just like bottles made of virgin plastic — become marine pollution as 
demonstrated by the “100% recycled plastic” Coca-Cola bottle photographed by Oceana in the 
sea in the Philippines (see opposite page). Even if the company achieves its recycling-related 
commitments, its overall plastic use is likely to continue to grow. More recycling and recycled 
content can’t bend Coca-Cola’s plastic growth curve. 
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The Coca-Cola Company disclosed to the Ellen 
MacArthur Foundati on112 that, in 2022, “the total rPET 
premium cost was $959 million.” It appears, based on 
this note, that the company — and its bott ling partners 
— spend nearly a billion dollars a year on purchasing 
rPET to make single-use plasti c bott les and other 
packaging. The company needs to buy rPET to produce 
bott les made with recycled content because it is not 
a waste management or collecti on company. And the 
“circularity” of rPET purchased on the global market is 
uncertain. 

A manager of “India’s leading Plasti c Recycler,” Shakti  
Plasti cs Industries, said to Waste Recycling Magazine in 
2024: 

“There’s a huge demand for recycled plasti cs from 
Europe, North America, and even Canada,” adding,
“The quality of waste we get in India is very poor 

compared to Europe. The ecosystem here isn’t 
designed to produce the high-quality recycled 
products that are in demand globally.” 113

Issues with collected PET plasti c are also apparent from 
available data from Coca-Cola-affi  liated PET plants, 
which the company highlights in its sustainability 
report. For example, the Coca-Cola-affi  liated PETCo 
plant in South Africa reported collecti ng 68,413 metric 
tons (151 million pounds) of beverage bott les in 2023 
and producing 27,625 metric tons (60.9 million pounds) 
of food grade PET (beverage companies need food 
grade rPET to make new bott les), which means that 
nearly 60% of the plasti c in bott les that were received 
by this plant did not become bott les again.114 Similarly, 
a 2022 press release from Coca-Cola Philippines 
reported that the then new Coca-Cola PET Value plant 
would be able to process “30,000 MT / year or almost 
2 billion pieces of plasti c bott les, with an output of 

© Oceana/Danny Ocampo
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16,000 MT / year of recycled PET resin,” meaning that 
more than 46% of the plasti c from bott les collected 
again would not become recycled PET resin.115 Oceana 
found similar numbers for the Coca-Cola linked PETStar 
plant in Mexico.116

Recent rPET imports into the U.S. are happening while 
there is an oversupply of virgin plasti c resin in the 
global market reportedly due to high producti on in 
certain regions of the world, parti cularly China.117 Coca-
Cola needs to use less single-use plasti c (no matt er 
what the source of the material) if it wants to bend 
its plasti c curve. More recycled content — if sti ll used 
to make single-use packaging — will sti ll increase the 
company’s overall plasti c footprint.

The largest soft -drink companies Coca-Cola, Pepsi, 
Nestlé, Danone, and Keurig Dr Pepper have pledged 
to increase post-consumer recycled content in their 
plasti c packaging by targets ranging mostly from 25% 
to 50% by 2025. A study commissioned by Oceana, 
conducted by Eunomia, found that even if the top 
fi ve beverage companies meet their pledges, they will 
only reduce aquati c polluti on from single-use plasti c 
bott les by 7%.118 This is largely because bott les used 
for recycling are expected to predominantly be derived 

from already collected and managed waste streams 
rather than from mismanaged waste or litt ering.

Does more recycled plasti c mean that less plasti c will 
be used globally? It’s not clear. The problem is that 
recycled plasti c is being used — more and more — to 
make new products or products that weren’t previously 
made with plasti c. The fashion industry, for example, 
is using more plasti c in place of natural materials like 
cott on. As Changing Market Foundati on’s 2024 Report 
“Fashion’s Plasti c Paralysis” writes: 

“Since the early 2000s, the rise of polyester has led to 
a doubling in producti on within the fashion industry. 
Polyester represents a large majority of current and 
future growth in fi bre producti on and now accounts 
for over half (56%) of all texti les.”119

The bad news is that this new plasti c clothing is not 
recycled. As the publicati on “Plasti cs Engineering” 
reported: 

“The fashion industry is disrupti ng the PET circular 
economy. They are taking recycled plasti c from a 
closed loop with high recycling rates, like food and 
beverage, into an applicati on that recycles less than 
1% of its products.”120

Journey of Your Bottle — Reuse vs. Recycling
What happens to your bott le when you fi nish your drink? With a reusable bott le, it’s simple, the bott le 
you used will get reused again. When a consumer returns a bott le, that bott le will be washed, refi lled, 
and sold again and again unti l the end of its usable life. Glass reusable bott les can be used up to 50 
ti mes. PET reusable bott les can be used up to 25 ti mes. A single-use plasti c bott le is only used once 
before a customer discards that bott le. If the bott le is recycled, it is unlikely that all of the plasti c from 
that bott le will be made into new bott les over and over again. Even in Europe, where there are high 
PET collecti on rates, only 48% of the rPET supply in 2022 was used to make bott les. The remainder 
was used to make trays or in non-packaging applicati ons.122 Coca-Cola reported that just 17% of the 
PET it used globally in 2023 was rPET. This could mean that only 17% of this recycled content may be 
carried over from one manufacturing cycle to the next and so at cycle two, only 2.9% of the recycled 
content from the fi rst cycle will remain.123 The moral of this story? Recycling does not guarantee that 
your discarded plasti c bott le will be made into a new one. If you want to have your bott le — and what 
it is made of — used again as another bott le, the best way to make sure that happens is through reuse 
systems.
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This is what happens in a free market system — new 
material can lead to new products being created and 
sold. And the reality is that all the eff orts to create and 
sell more recycled PET could just lead to more plasti c 
being produced and discarded. A recent peer reviewed 
study that reviewed the impact of Coca-Cola and other 
companies’ recycling commitments to circularity wrote 
that: 

“The results, thus, demonstrate that although the 
analyzed statements are intended to tell the world 

about the companies’ eff orts to implement a circular 
economy, the evidence suggests that companies 
are apparently working on implementi ng a recycling 
economy.” 121

It’s ti me for Coca-Cola to prioriti ze eff orts — like 
increasing its share of beverages sold in reusable 
packaging — that can reduce its overall use of plasti c, 
and to deprioriti ze eff orts — like more recycling and 
recycled content — that do not.

© Shutt erstock/NeydtStock
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Coca-Cola is Fueling the 
Plastics-Health Crisis
What should be the safest place in the world — a mother’s womb — is now polluted with 
plastic. In 2024, researchers found plastic particles in every human placenta of the 62 
examined in a single study.124 PET and polyethylene (PE) — types of plastic used in Coca-Cola’s 
packaging — were among the most prevalent plastic polymers found, identified in 92% and 
96% of all samples, respectively. Babies are being exposed to plastic before they take their first 
breath. These recent findings are extremely concerning given scientific evidence is mounting 
that plastics and the chemicals added to plastics pose potentially serious health risks to 
humans.125

Babies aren’t the only ones at risk. In a study published 
in 2019, scientists estimated that between 74,000 
and 121,000 microplastics enter the bodies of 
humans each year, depending on age and sex.126 The 
study also estimated that if a person is meeting their 
recommended water intake only through bottled 
sources (or is drinking the equivalent volume of soft 
drinks from plastic bottles), they may be ingesting 
an additional 90,000 microplastics annually.127

Worryingly, we now know these values underestimate 
total exposure because only microplastics were 
estimated, which measure from 1 micrometer to 5 
millimeters in length (roughly the length of a grain 
of rice128). Scientists are now able to identify and 
measure nanoplastics (<1 micrometer, for reference, 
the diameter of a human hair is about 70 micrometers 
129), which present an even greater health risk as their 
small size allows them to more easily enter living 
organisms and tissues.130 In 2024, scientists estimated 
that a liter of bottled water contains approximately 
240,000 particles of plastic, about 90% of which are 
nanoplastics and 10% microplastics.131

In 2024, the French NGO Agir pour l’Environnement 
coordinated an investigation — following plastic-
free protocols with control blanks — which found 46 
microplastic particles in a single one-liter bottle of 
Coca-Cola after approximately 20 openings.132 The 
number of microplastics found in the soda increased 

with more bottle openings, suggesting that friction 
and degradation of the bottle cap and mouth of the 
bottle were responsible for some of the identified 
microplastics. After a single opening, four microplastics 
were found, which represented the minimum amount 
of microplastics that would be ingested if one were 
to drink the entire contents of the tested bottle. 
Six different polymers were identified in the soda, 
predominantly polyvinyl chloride (PVC), followed by 
PE and PET, with lesser quantities of polyamide (PA), 
polypropylene (PP), and polyurethane (PU). Agir pour 
l’Environnement noted that manufacturers only declare 
two polymers in contact with the beverage: PE for 
the cap and PET for the bottle. The values reported in 
this study are again an underestimation of total plastic 
exposure because the laboratory techniques used were 
only able to quantify microplastic particles greater than 
10 micrometers, and, while nanoplastics were detected, 
they weren’t quantified. Regardless, this study provides 
important evidence that Coca-Cola’s single-use plastic 
bottles are a source of nano- and microplastic exposure 
for people who drink from them.

Scientists believe that most nano- and microplastics 
enter the human body through the consumption of 
food and beverages, though exposure can also be 
through inhalation, and potentially through the skin 
via cosmetics and clothing.133 Plastic used in Coca-
Cola’s packaging can directly enter peoples’ bodies if 
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they drink Coca-Cola beverages from plasti c bott les. 
Additi onally, people can be exposed to it when 
microplasti c polluti on from Coca-Cola’s packaging 
becomes airborne and inhaled, or as it enters the 
environment or food web and is consumed by humans 
(e.g., as sea salt or seafood). In 2015, scienti sts fi rst 
detected microplasti cs in sea salts, purchased in 
China,134 and in 2022, scienti sts found microplasti cs in 
canned tuna purchased in Ecuador.135 In both studies, 
PET and PE were the most commonly identi fi ed 
polymers.

Once plasti c gains access into the human body, it 
can enter the ti ssues, organs, and fl uids. In recent 
years, researchers have discovered microplasti cs 
(including PE and/or PET) in the human heart,136

brain,137 lungs,138 kidney,139 liver,140 placenta,141 testi s,142

penis,143 urine,144 breast milk,145 and blood.146 In 
2022, when microplasti cs were detected in human 
blood for the fi rst ti me, PET was the most widely 
encountered polymer, found in 50% of the 22 samples 
tested.147 Microplasti c that enters the bloodstream can 
potenti ally reach and accumulate in any organ in the 
body.

While research on the impacts of microplasti c on 
human health is sti ll in its infancy, scienti fi c focus on 
this topic is accelerati ng, and several important and 
alarming studies have made headlines within the last 
few years. Notably, in 2025, scienti sts examining 
brain ti ssue from human autopsy specimens reported 
fi nding a greater accumulati on of microplasti cs and 
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In 2022, when microplasti cs were detected in 
human blood for the fi rst ti me, PET was the most 
widely encountered polymer.
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nanoplasti cs in ti ssue from individuals diagnosed 
with dementi a.148 Additi onally, the researchers found 
signifi cantly more micro and nanoplasti cs in brain 
ti ssue collected from specimens from 2024 vs. 2016, 
and PE was the most dominant polymer identi fi ed, 
with PET also present. In 2024, scienti sts reported 
fi nding microplasti cs, most commonly PE, in the fatt y 
plaque removed from the arteries of pati ents with heart 
disease.149 These pati ents were found to have a higher 
risk of heart att ack, stroke, or death compared to those 
in whom microplasti cs were not detected. A study 
from 2021 found that people with infl ammatory bowel 
disease have 50% more microplasti cs in their stools and 
people who tended to drink bott led water have even 
more.150 PET was one of the most common polymers 
identi fi ed in the study. Research in mice has indicated 
potenti al links between prenatal exposure to PE and 
auti sm.151

Also concerning are the links that have been made 
between exposure to the chemicals used in plasti c 
and inferti lity. As of 2021, it was esti mated that 
approximately 17.5% of the adult populati on — roughly 
1 in 6 worldwide — experience inferti lity.152 Semen 
quality in men has declined signifi cantly over the last 
80 years, with the ti ming of this decline coinciding with 
the development of plasti cs.153 Chemicals are added 
to plasti cs during manufacturing to give them certain 

qualiti es (e.g., to make the plasti c fl exible), and some 
are known to interfere with the body’s hormones 
by mimicking or blocking them, which can disrupt 
important processes — including those vital for human 
reproducti on and early childhood development. Some 
of these chemicals have been linked to lower semen 
quality,154 decreased testosterone,155 reproducti ve 
disorders,156 preterm birth,157 and higher rates of 
miscarriage.158 Additi onally, these chemicals have 
been linked to auti sm,159 att enti on defi cit hyperacti vity 
disorder (ADHD),160 type 2 diabetes,161 and cancer.162

Testi ng carried out in 2022 and 2023 by the nonprofi t 
group Defend Our Health detected anti mony in 10 
out of 11 bott le samples from beverage products 
manufactured by Coca-Cola.163 Anti mony is used as 
a catalyst to make PET plasti c but can cause cancer 
and is toxic to the liver, thyroid, and heart. Some 
harmful chemicals such as Bisphenol A (BPA) are not 
typically associated with PET. However, studies have 
detected BPA in PET bott les, and also migrati ng into 
the beverages these bott les contain.164  Worryingly, a 
scienti fi c review from 2022 concluded that not only 
can chemicals migrate from PET drink bott les to their 
content, but the recycling process may concentrate or 
introduce new chemicals to the PET value chain.165 In 
2019, scienti sts in Europe reported signifi cantly higher 
levels of BPA in recycled PET compared to virgin PET.166

Recycling — Coca-Cola’s primary soluti on to their 
plasti c polluti on problem — is potenti ally also 
exacerbati ng microplasti c polluti on and inadvertently 
fueling the plasti cs-health crisis currently facing 
humans and all life on Earth. In 2022 and 2023, 
researchers in China and the United Kingdom, 
respecti vely, detected microplasti cs in producti on 
wastewater at PET recycling faciliti es.167 In the study 
conducted in the U.K., even aft er a fi lter was installed, 
the researchers found that parti cles <5 micrometers 
were sti ll being released, and esti mated that the single 
facility discharges 59-1,184 metric tons (130,000-
2.61 million pounds) of microplasti cs annually (6% of 
the plasti c processed). Prior to fi lter installati on, the 
researchers esti mated that the facility was releasing 
microplasti cs that amounted to 13% of the plasti c 
processed. The study also revealed high levels of 
microplasti cs in the air around the recycling facility.
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Risk Factors of Plastic 
for Coca-Cola
Coca-Cola’s insufficient response to addressing its contribution to plastic pollution through 
failing to grow reusable packaging is increasing the company’s exposure to materially impactful 
risk factors as detailed by the company in its filings to the United States Securities and 
Exchange Commission (SEC).168

Risk #1: Regulatory Risk 

The Coca-Cola Company — in its 2024 10-K filing to 
the SEC — notes that “[c]hanges in laws and regulations 
relating to beverage containers and packaging 
could increase our costs and reduce demand for our 
products.”169 Governments around the world are 
increasingly implementing strict regulations on single-
use plastics and requiring companies to cover the waste 
management costs of the packaging they produce. A 
new global agreement on plastic pollution is currently 
being negotiated. This treaty — if finalized — would 
be legally binding and would result in a continuation 
and acceleration of this trend.170 A change in laws and 
regulations that mandate a reduction in plastic use 
and/or an increase in reusable packaging can materially 
impact Coca-Cola. If the company focuses investments 
on prioritizing disposable packaging with recycled 
content over reuse, this could make it less prepared and 
financially adaptable to comply with new regulations 
or to take advantage of the new competitive landscape 
legislative changes may bring about. In Europe, this 
situation may already be happening. A new European 
Union regulation came into force in January 2025, 
which includes legal obligations to reduce packaging 
waste, and mandates that at least 10% of beverages 
on store shelves will need to be in reusable packaging 
by 2030.171 Countries will then be encouraged to reach 
40% by 2040. This new EU law could allow Coca-Cola 
and its European bottling partners to secure 40% of the 
market by prioritizing reuse — or it presents a risk of 
losing market share if they do not. Coca-Cola’s bottlers 
in Europe, Coca-Cola Europacific Partners (CCEP) and 

Coca-Cola Hellenic Bottling Company (Coca-Cola HBC) 
both already have experience operating large-scale 
refillable bottling systems in Germany, Nigeria, and the 
Philippines. 

Risk #2: Litigation Risk

The Coca-Cola Company — in its 10-K filing to the 
SEC — notes that “[l]itigation or legal proceedings 
could expose us to significant liabilities and damage 
our reputation.”172 Several lawsuits are currently 
targeting Coca-Cola and other companies over 
their contributions to plastic pollution and alleged 
misrepresentations regarding recycling. The frequency 
of these legal challenges may increase as the impacts 
of plastic pollution on our environment and human 
health worsen and increasingly get measured and 
recognized by scientists and governments.173 Coca-
Cola’s plastic bottles are the most frequently identified 
branded plastic items found polluting the environment 
in surveys conducted globally.174 The company may be 
significantly exposed to these types of legal challenges, 
which could result in costly legal fees and settlements. 
Even if the challenges are not successful, Coca-
Cola’s reputation among its customers, investors, and 
business partners could be damaged, which could have 
financial consequences for the company.

Examples of recent legal challenges include a lawsuit 
filed in October 2024 by Los Angeles County against 
Coca-Cola and PepsiCo over their contribution to 
plastic beverage pollution and for deceiving the public 
on plastic recycling.175 In June 2024, Baltimore City 
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filed a lawsuit against Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, and other 
corporations for their significant roles in creating 
a plastic pollution crisis.176 In November 2024 in 
France, the environmental group France Nature 
Environnement filed a legal complaint against Coca-
Cola’s bottler CCEP.177 The group accused the company 
of greenwashing and misleading commercial practices 
during the 2024 Paris Olympics, where single-use 
plastic bottles were poured into reusable cups. Coca-
Cola was also accused of greenwashing in a lawsuit 
brought by the Earth Island Institute in August 2024, 
and through an EU-wide complaint by consumer groups 
to EU authorities in November 2023.178 Following the 
EU-wide complaint, in August 2024, the Hungarian 
Competition authority opened an investigation, 
which led to proceedings against Coca-Cola and its 
bottler in Hungary, Coca-Cola HBC.179 The claims 
under scrutiny included, among others, advertising 
slogans such as “I am a 100% recyclable PET bottle,” 
“from bottle to bottle,” and “get into the circulation.” 
According to the Global Advertising Lawyers Alliance, 
the aforementioned advertising claims are likely to be 
unsubstantiated and their factual correctness cannot 
be backed up by the companies.

Risk #3: Compliance Risk

The Coca-Cola Company — in its 10-K filing to the SEC 
— writes that:

“…allegations, even if untrue, that we are not 
respecting internationally recognized human rights; 
actual or perceived failure by our suppliers or other 
business partners to comply with applicable workplace 
and labor laws, including child labor laws, or their 
actual or perceived abuse or misuse of migrant 
workers… could present potential legal risks and 
negatively affect our Company’s overall reputation and 
brand image, and could result in product boycotts or 
have a negative impact on our products’ acceptance 
by consumers.”180

Coca-Cola’s manufacturing and use of single-use 
plastic bottles with recycled content relies on a 
supply of discarded plastic bottles that are in some 
countries, collected by waste pickers working in the 
informal sector.181 The company’s continued focus on 
increasing recycled content in its plastic bottles and 
its sourcing of recycled plastic from some of these 

countries exposes the company to compliance risk, 
particularly in relation to human rights issues. Child 
labor has been recognized by the International Labor 
Organization (ILO) to be present in the recycling supply 
chain.182 In Mexico for example, reports from 2017 
claim that Coca-Cola was aware of child labor in the 
collection chain for its recycling facility.183 If criminal 
practices like child labor are detected within the supply 
chain of Coca-Cola’s single-use plastic bottles, this 
could implicate the company and expose them to legal 
penalties and reputational damage. In the U.S. if child 
labor is categorized as forced labor, it could lead to 
impoundment of imported products suspected to have 
been produced with said labor.184

Risk #4: Reputational Risk — Environmental 
Issues

The Coca-Cola Company — in its 10-K filing to the SEC 
— writes that “[t]here are increasing concerns among 
consumers, governments, and other stakeholders 
about the damaging impact of the accumulation of 
plastic bottles and other packaging materials in the 
environment, particularly in the world’s waterways, 
lakes, and oceans…”185 As the company’s plastic 
packaging footprint continues to grow and Coca-
Cola’s plastic bottles (including those made with 
recycled content) continue to show up on beaches 
around the world, Coca-Cola’s corporate image and 
brand reputation will be damaged further. This could 
lead to some consumers reducing or discontinuing 
consumption of Coca-Cola products which could 
adversely affect the company’s profitability. 

Risk #5: Reputational Risk — Health Issues

The Coca-Cola Company — in its 10-K filing to the 
SEC — writes that “[p]ublic debate and concern 
about perceived negative health consequences of 
processing and of certain ingredients… and of other 
substances present in our beverage products or 
packaging materials, may reduce demand for our 
beverage products or result in additional governmental 
regulation.”186 More and more scientific studies are 
linking plastic packaging and the chemicals used 
to make plastic (including PET, BPA, and others) to 
serious health issues. And concern over the health 
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risks of plasti c and chemicals used in plasti c have 
now become mainstream — this is no longer a topic 
that only niche communiti es of environmentalists and 
scienti sts are talking about. Recently, both mainstream 
media and popular podcast hosts with a diverse range 
of audiences have highlighted this issue and also 
encouraged avoiding drinking beverages from single-
use plasti c bott les as a strategy for miti gati ng health 
risks.187

Oceana encourages investors, insurers, business 
partners, and other fi nancial actors with ti es to Coca-
Cola to ask questi ons to the company in relati on to 
how it is miti gati ng the risks listed.  

© Insti tuto Mar Urbano/Ricardo Gomes
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Conclusion and 
Recommendations

The risks associated with plastics, for Coca-Cola, 
human beings, and the oceans, are growing. The impact 
of plastic on the oceans and the animals that live in 
it is well documented. Scientific research published 
in 2024 in the journal Science using five years of 
data collected by Break Free from Plastic found that 
Coca-Cola products represented 11% of the 909,771 
branded waste items found polluting the oceans and 
environment across 84 countries over a five-year 
period.188 Coca-Cola was the number one polluter of 
branded plastic found in the environment, according to 
the study. Plastic is also negatively impacting human 
beings. Studies are finding nano and microplastics 
throughout the human body and both plastic and the 
chemicals used in plastic have been linked to human 
health issues including cancer, infertility, and more.

The company is seemingly ignoring these major trends 
in scientific research and instead doubling down on 
single-use plastic and false solutions like recycling. It’s 
clear that investors, regulators, and customers need to 
take action to push The Coca-Cola Company to address 
its plastic problem. The good news is that Coca-Cola 
— as Oceana’s analysis shows — has a solution to 
its problem in the form of reusable packaging. The 
company is a world leader in the sale of reusables 
and has the power to replace single-use plastic with 

reusable alternatives. Oceana found that if Coca-Cola 
were to reach 25% reusable packaging by 2030, the 
company could reduce both the weight of plastic 
packaging that it uses annually and the amount of this 
plastic that pollutes aquatic systems by 15% compared 
to a "business-as-usual" scenario. If Coca-Cola were to 
reach 26.4% reusable packaging, the company could 
"bend its plastic curve" — reducing its annual plastic 
use below current levels by 2030. More reuse is the 
way that Coca-Cola can solve its plastic problem, 
while still allowing the company to grow its sales and 
revenues.

Collecting plastic for recycling and selling some single-
use packaging with recycled plastic content will not 
reduce the company’s overall plastic use. Adding 
recycled plastic to a bottle does not make it more likely 
to be collected or reused. And these recycled plastic 
bottles can — just like bottles made of virgin plastic — 
become marine pollution. In addition, The Coca-Cola 
Company — for the most part — does not collect the 
single-use plastic bottles it and its partners produce. 
This is because Coca-Cola is a beverage company, not 
a waste management company and has a limited ability 
to impact how much plastic is collected. 

The Coca-Cola Company’s plastic problem is a major issue for the company and the planet 
(including the world’s oceans) and is likely to get significantly worse unless the company 
commits to real solutions. Oceana estimates that without corporate action or government 
intervention, future plastic usage from sales of Coca-Cola products will increase by 20%, 
surpassing 4.13 million metric tons (9.12 billion pounds) of plastic per year by 2030. Oceana 
also estimates, based on data from a peer-reviewed study on plastic pollution published in 
the journal Science in 2020, that up to 602,000 metric tons (1.33 billion pounds) of this plastic 
waste will enter the world’s waterways and seas. To stop inundating the world and the oceans 
with plastic, Coca-Cola must focus on reduction and increasing reusable packaging, and stop 
prioritizing ineffective solutions including recycling. 
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Coca-Cola — thanks to its existing large reusables 
business — has the ability to move away from single-
use plastic packaging worldwide. Plastic in the ocean is 
posing a serious threat to marine life, biodiversity, and 
the functioning of ocean ecosystems.189 Unfortunately, 
recent analyses and scientific reports estimate an 
exponential increase in plastic packaging and a growth 
in plastic pollution. Large companies like Coca-Cola 
must take immediate steps to reduce their use of 
plastic and support governments to enact meaningful 
reduction measures.

The company’s plastic use and status as one of 
the most famous plastic polluters in the world is 
increasingly a liability for the planet’s and The Coca-
Cola Company’s future. The decision by the company 
to prioritize recycling and single-use plastic and move 
away from reuse should concern the company’s 
regulators, investors, employees, and customers.
Coca-Cola needs to take real action that can address 
its plastic problem now, namely replacing single-use 
packaging with reusable packaging.

To support this transition, policymakers should consider 
putting policy measures in place that will ensure 
that Coca-Cola’s plastic problem — which is a global 
concern given the size of the company’s single-use 
plastic footprint — is addressed. Governments around 
the world need to introduce laws that limit and restrict 
plastic use and mandate legally binding targets to 
increase reusable packaging.

Investors must understand that Coca-Cola’s 
persistent reliance on plastic is exacerbating pollution, 
environmental degradation, and climate change. They 
should put pressure on the company to reduce its use 
of plastic through increasing reusable packaging.

To tackle its growing plastic 
problem, The Coca-Cola 
Company and its bottling 
partners must:

Commit to Plastic Reduction:

• Take action to reduce their plastic footprints and 
present concrete plans for how they will achieve 
this including by committing to reuse.

Move Away from Single-Use to Reuse:

• Provide the financial and market support needed to 
sell more reusable bottles. 

• Grow the share of their products sold in reusable 
packaging and decrease the share sold in single-use 
plastic packaging.

• Offer reusable packaging at scale — in place of 
single-use — at events sponsored and serviced by 
The Coca-Cola Company and its partners including 
the Olympics, the FIFA World Cup, and more.

Be Transparent and Accountable:

• Continue to report on their plastic footprints, 
including reporting on absolute amounts of plastic 
used and the share of their products sold in 
reusable and single-use plastic containers. 

• Disclose how they calculate environmental 
measures like “collection rate.” 

• Report on the impact of their products and 
packaging on their customers’ health.
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Appendix: 
Coca-Cola's Response
The following is an emailed response from The Coca-Cola Company received after Oceana 
shared a draft version of the report for comment in advance of publication. Oceana is a 
science-based group and seeks to be factual in our statements and reports. In response to 
Coca-Cola's comments, Oceana reviewed and, where greater clarity was needed to ensure 
accuracy, revised the final version of the report.

In addition to a number of incorrect statements, the report and press release ignores and mischaracterizes the complex 
challenges related to the plastic waste issue. Real solutions require the implementation of policies, continued investments 
in infrastructure and collaboration across industries. TCCC has advocated for well-designed policies that aim to support 
collection and recycling infrastructure, including well-designed Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) schemes and 
government mandates that require producers of plastic packaging to financially support these systems.

Meanwhile, we are taking meaningful steps to limit our use of single-use plastics. As you know we have greatly increased 
the use of recycled content in our packaging. We also continue to work on and invest in our packaging strategy, focusing 
on investing in innovations such as lightweighting, and continuing work to support collection and recycling of packaging 
waste. Along with our bottling partners and suppliers, we have invested in the establishment of many new producers 
of recycled plastic using empty packages to create new ones, including establishing the first or largest bottle-to-bottle 
facilities in many markets.

As you point out in the report, we also continue to invest in refillable packaging, but you then argue that we are not 
doing enough in this space. That conclusory view fails to provide context around the challenges associated with refillable 
implementation (infrastructure, adoption, consumer behavior) and devalues the efforts that The Coca-Cola Company 
continues to invest in. We know more must be done and we continue to work on and invest in the advancement of our 
ambitions.

In addition to ignoring these important realities, Oceana’s report contains numerous inaccuracies. It is irresponsible for 
Oceana to say that the company's growth is directly correlated to an increase in plastic use (it is not). The cited brand 
audit utilizes questionable methodology in measuring global waste, relying mostly on beach clean-ups. The Report also 
makes misleading statements about the health impact of microplastics yet glaringly omits critical information about the 
largest contributors to microplastics (which studies have shown to be paint, fiber from clothes and tires).
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Oceana is the largest internati onal advocacy organizati on dedicated solely to ocean conservati on. Oceana is 
rebuilding abundant and biodiverse oceans by winning science-based policies in countries that control one-
quarter of the world’s wild fi sh catch. With more than 325 victories that stop overfi shing, habitat destructi on, oil 
and plasti c polluti on, 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. 




