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(above) Illegally dumped plastic 

waste, including imported 

European plastic waste imports, 

near a residential neighborhood in 

Sultangazi, Istanbul, Turkey.  
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(front cover) A woman works at a 

recycling facility, where plastic is 

sorted, shredded, washed, melted, 

and turned into pellets in Istanbul, 

Turkey on December 2, 2021.  
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While often touted as the most effective way to manage plastic waste, plastic recycling involves significant risks that 
governments need to manage to protect human rights. Plastics, being made of fossil fuels and chemical additives, release 
hazardous air pollutants and toxins when recycled, posing a threat to the right to health.  

“It’s As If They’re Poisoning Us” documents how workers in and people living nearby plastic recycling facilities in Turkey are 
experiencing serious health impacts linked to toxic pollution. The report records workers’ and residents’ experiences of health 
issues, including respiratory problems, severe headaches, and skin ailments. Many workers worked without protective 
equipment and had little to no access to medical treatment for occupational illnesses. Plastic recycling facility workers often 
come from the most vulnerable populations in Turkey and include children, refugees, and undocumented migrants.  

In violation of Turkey’s domestic regulations, many of the facilities Human Rights Watch visited in districts of Istanbul and 
the southern city of Adana were in close proximity to residential housing, threatening the health of local communities. Turkish 
authorities and recycling companies are not providing adequate information about the risks from toxic exposure from plastic 
recycling or how to mitigate those risks. The Turkish government is not enforcing laws and regulations that require regular 
and thorough facility inspections, occupational health measures, and strict licensing of plastic recycling facilities. Plastic 
recycling in Turkey is not simply a domestic concern. Since 2018, a significant amount of plastic waste intended for recycling 
has been imported from the European Union, exacerbating the impacts of plastic recycling on people in Turkey.  

Human Rights Watch calls on the Turkish government to act on its human rights obligations, particularly with respect to the 
rights to health and a healthy environment, and ensure that workers and nearby residents are protected from the risks of 
plastic recycling. This should include enforcing relevant environmental and occupational health regulations, improving access 
to air and water quality data, ensuring that facilities are not located near housing, and enforcing the prohibition on child 
labor in recycling facilities. Human Rights Watch also calls on individual exporting countries and the European Union to halt 
the export of plastic waste to Turkey. 
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