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EU PLASTICS STRATEGY

Europe needs to lead by example when it
comes to addressing marine litter, said
William Neale, an advisor on the Circular

Economy and Green Growth in DG Environ-
ment of the European Commission at the
recent European Plastics Converters (EuPC)
conference in Brussels, Belgium. He believes
that the waste directive has worked for most
countries as a good incentive and he points to
a public consultation on ‘excess packaging’,
which is forecast for 2019. 

The EU Plastics Strategy outlines the need
for 65 per cent of all packaging waste to be
recycled by 2025, increasing to 70 per cent by
2030. Packaging waste ending up in landfill
must be reduced to 10 per cent, while all
plastics packaging should be designed to be
recyclable or reusable by 2030 with strong
reduction of single-use plastics.

According to pan-European plastics manu-
facturers’ association PlasticsEurope, in con-
junction with Conversio, 41 per cent of plastics
packaging is currently recycled in Europe,
while 38 per cent is incinerated and 20 per
cent ends up in landfill. A Voluntary Commit-
ment made by EuPC and five other associations
stipulates that 70 per cent of plastics packaging
will be recycled and reused by 2040, with 50
per cent of plastics waste likewise. These are
tough commitments, but much is being done
to work towards the goals.

With more than 300 members, the IK (Ger-
man Association for Plastics Packaging and
Films) is the biggest trade association within
the plastics packaging industry in Europe.
Isabelle Schmidt, sustainability manager for
plastics packaging at IK, points out that Ger-
many produces 23 per cent of the plastics in
Europe and therefore wants to take its respon-
sibility seriously. 

“But the trend is plastics, so we need to
work on producing the best products with the
best benefits with the minimum quantity,” she
explained. “Four years ago, an industry round-
table led to a competence platform to provide
eco-design management guidelines for plastics
packaging. The objective is to be consulted by
top management, product managers and
product developers to make more recycled
packaging. It is not a do and don’t tool in term
of recyclability, but one thing is obvious: In
order to increase recyclability, colours in pack-
aging will have to go.”

Sustainability, however, is not only about
packaging, said Camilla Haustrup in a refresh-
ingly honest presentation. The director of
Danish Plus Pack said that it is also about
running a business.

“One has to keep in mind that in a food
product total cost, 70 per cent goes to the pro-
duction, 20-30 per cent to the supply chain,
while packaging is just 1-5 per cent. And yet,

as packaging producer we take on responsibility
for its after-use. But we should be honest:
most of the home biodegradable packaging is
not working. We should work on a closed loop
so as to collect and recycle our packaging. 

“I am saying [this] but our recycling rates
in Denmark are still pretty bad because waste-
to-energy plants have been in place for years.
As part of the Danish Plastics Federation’s
Forum for Circular Plastic Packaging, we
have worked on guidelines to encourage the
brand owners to select the best-fit packaging
for their products.”

Where do polyolefins fit into this? Eugenio
Longo, head of sustainability and EU affairs
at Europe’s second largest polyolefin producer,
Borealis, explains: “We should always keep in
mind that polyolefins have a low footprint
compared to traditional materials. Their low
density makes them ideal for light-weight
solutions and they are great to protect and
preserve food. Today, as plastics producers, we
all agree to assume responsibility for the
second life of products and to leverage oppor-
tunities. To walk our talk, Borealis pioneered
the collaboration between a virgin producer
and plastics recycler back in 1994. mtm
plastics has now two sites in central Germany
and thanks to a €15 million ($17m) investment
programme, it is one of the biggest European

post-consumer recycling sites.  
“We also recently acquired Ecoplast in Aus-

tria to deepen our commitment to the recycling
of flexible polyolefins. On-going expansion
projects will increase processing capacity to
approximately 70,000 tonnes per year.”

The key elements to create a profitable
recycling business in Europe were outlined by
plastics recycling expert Mike Baxter: “First is
a reliable and quality-consistent source of
recovered waste material. For the moment, in
the UK it is easier and cheaper to export waste
for reprocessing than to handle it locally. 70
per cent of all collected plastics packaging in
the UK goes abroad. On average, most European
countries mirror this. The second condition for
reliable and efficient recycling and re-manu-
facturing is [good] equipment.

“But the market for the recyclate produced
is just not there and nor are the purchasing
bodies who specify and ensure that the products
delivered are manufactured from genuine
post-recycled materials. We need a reality
check! 

“Everybody wants to be green, but nobody
wants to pay. If price is the only determining
factor for purchasing organisations, change
will never take place. Procurements should
actively encourage the use of genuine recycled
products. Attitudes need to change; the increased

Planning ahead
Representatives in the whole plastics value chain shared their vision for the
transition to a more circular economy, and their insights on the industry’s
way forward post EU Plastics Strategy, at a recent conference in Brussels.
Dominique Huret reports

Left: A quality-consistent 
source of recovered waste
material is vital. 

Above: A waste-to-energy
factory in Belgium
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use of recycled materials has to be
more than a tick in the box.”

Baxter wants to see proposals for
statutory minimum recycled content.
He says that with growing markets
and demand for recycled plastics pellet,
the circular economy can be met but
not if the demand for recyclate is not
there.

There are no answers for what sus-
tainable packaging is and so we need to
develop a strategy based on facts, adds
Bernd Brandt, senior consultant at Denkstatt,
which is an Austrian consultancy network
specialising on life cycle analysis and carbon
footprint.

“Achieving a degree of circularity is no
indicator for sustainability,” he added. “Circu-
larity may be a measure to achieve certain
environmental goals but cannot be the goal
itself. Industrial energy recovery is better
than mixed plastics recycling. There are several
conflicting targets with the protection of
product versus packaging recyclability, so we
recommend focusing on optimisation of the
function of packaging and that is the most
important environmental benefit. Packaging
is key to preventing food waste.”

For Brandt, the protective function of food

packaging is more important than the influence
of different packaging materials. The more
premium a product, the better the product
should be packaged, he says.

Plastics waste itself should be a commodity
to be reused, concluded Eugenio Longo from
Borealis. 

“PET is fully circular,” he said. “After
washing and crushing it can be reused as its
physical and chemical properties are respected.
For food packaging especially, avoiding the
downgrading of the material makes sense, so

one rule applies: Use clear polymers!”
As for the European Commission’s

proposal for reducing marine litter, Euro-
pean MP Maria Spyriaki believes that it
is on the right track.

“There is no plan B to save our envi-
ronment. However, I believe that any
effective policy should have the right mix
of ‘three E’: Engagement of the people;
Engineering; and Enforcement. To start
with, we must educate the consumers by
raising awareness. I have already launched

a campaign in schools called ‘Fish or Plastic’.
“For Engineering, with other members of

my committee, we support proposals that
strengthen and contribute to the creativity of
businesses, especially in the south of Europe.
Specific tools like the Horizon Europe and
InvestEU programmes can fund research and
innovation in the circular economy. 

“Finally, we need to carefully see where to
enforce objective limitations to achieve our
goals. That is why I fully disagree with the
Commission’s proposal for using the word ‘ban’
for plastics and for any related awkward
labelling. To conclude, our consumer model
needs to change. Industry needs enough time
to transform, and SMEs need to be prepared
to catch the momentum.”

Camilla Haustrup (above left) admits that
Denmark’s recycling rates are low while IK’s

Isabelle Schmidt (above right) says that Germany
wants to take its responsibilty seriously
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Keep it fresh
In a world with a rapidly growing 

population, food is a vital resource and 

keeping it safe and fresh is critical.

That’s why we work closely with our 

customers and partners to create 

convenient and resource-effi cient 

packaging solutions which 

protect the products and keep 

food fresher for longer.
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