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Recycling, reuse and all things circular are taking on
more and more importance in Europe. Sustainability
will remain high on the agenda of the next EU legislative
cycle but what tools are in place to help the industry get
it across the line?
In this report, EURACTIV looks at what rules and
actions the EU has taken over the past few years and
what is expected from the next mandate.
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EU gears up for sustainability
legacy handover
B y S a m M o r g a n | E U R A C T I V. c o m

Frans Timmermans (L) and Jyrki Katainen give a press conference on single use
plastics proposal at the European Commission in Brussels, Belgium, 28 May 2018.
[Photo: EPA-EFE/STEPHANIE LECOCQ]

T

he
outgoing
European
Commission has got through
a lot of work when it comes to
the circular economy but attention
is now turning to the future and how
to make sure recycling efforts really
take off.
Recycling has taken on a decidedly
business-orientated slant under the
Juncker Commission and circular
economy has been championed as
a money-making opportunity for
Europe.
EU lawmakers have tried to lay the
groundwork for a so-called internal

market for recycling, by tweaking the
waste directive, proposing a plastics
strategy and agreeing on new rules to
curtail the use of certain single-use
plastics.
The latter directive was widely
hailed in May 2018 as a strong
response to public opinion, which
has rallied against plastic marine
litter in particular. It has been
dubbed the ‘Blue Planet effect’ after
a landmark TV documentary shone a
light on the deplorable state of some
of our oceans.
Next week, the EU Council is
expected to give the legislation the

final stamp of approval and, after
it is published in the EU’s official
journal, countries will have two years
to transpose its various requirements
into law.
That includes outright bans on
certain products, including cutlery
and plastic cotton buds, consumption
reduction targets, a 90% collection
target for single-use drinks bottles
and new labels that should help
consumers dispose of products like
wet wipes more effectively.
The proposal was first suggested
Continued on Page 6
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Continued from Page 5
as part of January 2018’s plastic
strategy and it was published a few
months later in May. It means the
legislation will have gone from
drawing board to being in force in
under a year.
Some welcomed the pace of
the negotiations as a sign that EU
policymakers and lawmakers were
united around a common topic,
while others were sceptical about
whether the Commission had done
its homework properly.
Industry players railed against one
aspect of the directive in particular:
the requirement for single-use
bottles to be redesigned so that their
caps, one of the most littered plastic
items, stay tethered to the bottle.
Multinationals
like
CocaCola and Nestlé said before EU
ministers adopted the directive that
“investment in mandatory tethered
caps will not necessarily lead to the
required outcomes” and instead
suggested the money would be
better spent on increasing recycling
collection rates.
The Commission has also been
accused of not applying its Better
Regulation principles in full to the
new rules and of not producing a
“meaningful impact assessment” for
the tethered cap requirement.
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They also pointed out that
redesigning bottles would mean
increased costs and, potentially,
increased CO2 emissions.
However, when publishing its
proposal, the EU executive said
that “in line with Better Regulation
requirements,
stakeholder
consultations and open public
consultation and thorough impact
assessments were carried out in
preparation”.
A
spokesperson
for
the
Commission said “the estimated cost
for businesses to comply with the
new measures is €2 billion. But the
estimated benefit will be equivalent
to €22 billion in 2030”.
Asked about the risk of more
CO2 as a result, the EU executive
acknowledged it but added that “we
need to look at the bigger picture: the
overall damage from marine litter to
tourism, shipping, aquaculture, as
well as the environment”.
NGOs have also highlighted the
environmental impact of bottle
caps. The Zero Waste Europe alliance
maintains that “plastic caps and lids
from beverage containers are among
the most found single-use plastic
items on EU beaches”.
This Commission has championed
a better regulation agenda from the
off and Jean-Claude Juncker even
tasked his first vice-president, Frans

Timmermans, with making sure
proposals were based on “extensive
planning and analysis” before the
Commission takes action.
Timmermans ended up as the EU
executive’s main figure involved in
the single-use plastics directive by
the end and was even photographed
next to a statue of a plastics-breathing
dragon during an event organised by
anti-waste campaigners.

FUTURE CIRCLES
Circular economy measures look
destined to feature heavily in the next
legislative cycle too, as much of what
the current Commission has worked
on will have to be implemented over
the next few years.
Member states have a lot of leeway
to implement their own measures,
as the EU target-setting exercise
acknowledged that each country has
its own specificities. However, the
Commission will retain an important
monitoring role.
For example, each country will
have to set its own consumption
reduction targets for food containers
and drinks cups. They are free to
curtail their use in whatever way
they see fit, including promoting
alternative products or making
Continued on Page 7
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Continued from Page 6
sure they cannot be provided free of
charge.
Less
direct
measures
like
awareness-raising schemes will also
be left up to the discretion of member
states.
The Circular Plastics Alliance,
launched in late 2018, gathers
stakeholder together in one platform.
The alliance has been welcomed by
the industry and policymakers have
been urged to make sure it is kept on
the agenda under the new EU cycle
after the May elections.
It is meant to help bring the main
challenges facing the sector to the
forefront and even has the target
of ensuring 10 million tonnes of
recycled plastic is used in products
by 2025.
Industry players have insisted
that governments must focus on
the collection stage of the recycling
process, as demand for recyclable
materials is going up but supply
cannot keep pace currently.
Tom Emans, managing director of
a recycling plant in the Netherlands,
recently told EURACTIV that he and
other recyclers have the capacity
to process more material but lack
the necessary “streams” to kick the
industry into overdrive.
The recently updated Waste

Directive does take collection into
account and there are a number of
targets member states will have to
hit.
They include separate collection
schemes for textiles and hazardous
domestic waste by 2025, as well as
separate collection for bio-waste
by the end of 2023. That would add
to the already-in-place collection
schemes for paper, glass, metals and
plastics.
As far as the tethered-cap
requirement is concerned, the
implementation date will be 2024
rather than the original proposal of
2021.
Countries are also going a step
further than what the EU has asked
of them. France and the Netherlands,
for example, have signed up to a
‘plastics pact’ that cranks up the level
of ambition even more.

RECYCLING TO SAVE THE
WORLD
Circular economy is also due
to spill over into other sectors in
a big way. In November 2018, the
Commission unveiled its draft
climate plan for 2050 and proposed
a number of scenarios that are meant
to drag the European economy
onto a Paris Agreement-compliant
trajectory.

7

Out of the eight possible pathways,
two aim for net-zero greenhouse
emissions by mid-century, with the
most ambitious of the pair targeting
a full-fat circular economy policy in
order to slash industrial emissions
considerably.
The potential is massive. A study
released in summer 2018 showed
that by reusing and recycling steel,
plastics, aluminium and cement to
a greater extent, the EU could cut its
carbon footprint by 56%.
Cuts have already been made
through
seemingly-insignificant
measures
like
changing
the
design of bottles to make them
more lightweight, which means
less emissions generated during
transport.
On a more global level, the United
Nations Environment Assembly
has for the past two years focused
almost primarily on plastic pollution,
particularly marine litter.
At its most recent summit in
March, the international community
pledged to significantly reduce
single-use waste over the next decade
but environmental groups concluded
that the voluntary pledges were not
ambitious enough.
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IN TERVIEW

Karmenu Vella on circular economy:

‘Nothing to gain
from waiting’
B y S a m M o r g a n | E U R A C T I V. c o m

European Commissioner Karmenu Vella
[Photo: European Parliament]

C

ircular economy wrangling has
kept the EU busy for the last few
years, from withdrawn policies
to far-reaching recycling strategies.
The EU’s outgoing environment boss,
Karmenu Vella, insists that industry is
still critical to waste-reducing efforts
and that “there is nothing to gain from
waiting”.

Karmenu Vella is the European
Commissioner for Environment, Maritime
Affairs and Fisheries. He answered
questions by EURACTIV’s Sam Morgan.
The EU plastics strategy was hailed
as a significant step in trying to curb
the amount of waste we produce. Are
you convinced that the industry-led

approach is still the most effective one?
Absolutely, the role of industry is
critical here, because it’s up to them
to make it happen. When you look at
manufacturing today, only about 6%
of European demand from plastics
Continued on Page 9
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Continued from Page 8
is made up of recycled plastics. The
Plastics Strategy sets the objective of
achieving at least 10 million tons of
recycled plastics into new products
on the EU market by 2025. The Single
Use Plastic legislation will give the
market a push with a mandatory
recycled content target for bottles but
businesses are the ones who will make
that happen.
And we need action at all stages
of the plastics cycle, from design and
production to recycling and boosting
the market for recycled plastic. We
need a change in all these fields, from
renewable energy and feedstock to
product design, new business models
and reverse logistics, and improved
technologies for recycling. The plastics
industry will have to play a significant
role in all of that.
That said, we are addressing citizens
as well, with better information
campaigns and clearer product
labelling, focusing on the impact of
items like cotton buds, carrier bags
and coffee cups, highlighting more
sustainable alternatives.
While people are generally well
aware of the environmental impact of
single-use plastics, often they still need
to act on the problem. That’s why we
have launched the #ReadyToChange
campaign, which helps people resist
the lure of single-use plastics, pointing
out the downsides and helping them
find more sustainable alternatives.
The strategy was released in the wake
of China’s ban on waste imports and
there was a lot of doom-mongering
about what we would do with our
waste. Were those concerns all for
nothing or have we adapted well to the
change?
Our plans for a plastics strategy
predate the China ban – the main
impetus was actually tackling marine
litter and developing a circular plastics
economy. But the ban made the

strategy more important, and indeed
those concerns were very real, because
a large proportion of our waste was
going to China, and there was a
significant shortfall in EU processing
and recycling capacity.
We don’t have much data yet, but
we haven’t seen any major increase in
incineration in Europe, for example,
although there have been some
increased reports of illegal dumping.
Worldwide we also see a shift of exports
to other third countries but ongoing
negotiations on waste management
at international level under the Basel
Convention include proposals to limit
such exports of plastic in the future.
There is nothing to gain by waiting
– we need to seize this opportunity.
There has never been a better time to
invest in greater sorting and recycling
capacities, and in innovative recycling
technologies. It’s a window during
which Europe can take the lead in
providing circular solutions for these
waste flows. Europe is making a lot
of funding available to help speed the
transition, but it needs to taken up by
the member states.
It was remarkable how quickly the
single-use plastics directive went from
proposal to fully-fledged law. How do
you respond to criticism that it was
too rushed? Certain industry players,
for example, have criticised the lack of
impact assessment for tethered bottlecaps.
EU lawmaking is a very robust
process – we do our homework very
carefully before we propose any
legislation. We did a full impact
assessment for the entire proposal,
with all the usual stages, including
public consultations and stakeholder
workshops. And in any case, the
controls are built in for all to see. If
the European Parliament would have
reservations, it can stall the process,
and if it isn’t palatable to the member
states, then it would be very difficult to
pass the legislation through Council.

It is true that some reservations
were expressed in certain quarters,
but they weren’t sufficient to stall
the process. All credit to the other
institutions for that – they clearly
understood the scale of the problem,
the
opportunities
to
industry
represented by a new approach, and
public demand for change. Plastic
bottles and caps are, after all, the
most-littered single-use plastic items.
People want to see that change.
Also, I think it’s quite good for
our reputation as a Commission
to show that things can happen
quickly. It shows those who see us
as a slow lumbering beast that we
can be remarkably agile when the
circumstances demand it.
New EU waste rules really champion
the need to boost collection rates. In
your view, have member states started
taking the necessary steps to install
infrastructure, set up schemes etc?
Some countries are already there,
others are moving more slowly. We
have had waste recycling targets
for many years, including a plastic
packaging target now increased to 55%
by 2030, so it’s an evolving situation
that we have been monitoring for a
long time, and that’s why we published
the early warning reports last year. But
as we said in those reports, there are
many tools available to help member
states advance towards recycling
targets, and that’s why we developed
the country-specific Priority Actions
for countries at risk of not achieving
them.
We have seen some progress since
those reports were adopted – we are
in regular contact with these member
states, I have already held several
high-level seminars on the ground
(Virtuous Circle events) to discuss
these issues with the authorities
and the stakeholders, we’ve worked
together to identify the changes that
Continued on Page 10
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are needed, and there is a good deal of
action on the ground.
So yes, there has been progress. Is
it enough? Time will tell!
How important has the Circular
Plastics Alliance proved to be so far?
As you probably know, 70
companies responded to our call for
pledges, and that should increase
the market for recycled plastics by at
least 60% by 2025. But there is still
a gap between supply and demand
for recycled plastics, and that’s why
we launched the Circular Plastics
Alliance.
The take-up there has been very
good. The alliance is looking at many
things to facilitate uptake of recycled
content, including the collecting
and sorting of plastic waste, design
for recyclability, recycled contents in
products, R&D and investments, and
ways to monitor progress. The final
meeting of the high-level group is
scheduled for September, when we
hope to see further commitments
made by the industry.
So things are proceeding, and I look
forward to results after the summer.
EU climate policy is supposed to
act as a model for other regions of
the world, so our efforts are not in
vain. How confident are you that our
sustainability and circular economy
policies will be met in the same way?
The strongest argument for a
greener, more circular economy has
always been the business case. I think
it will happen because it’s the logical
choice – the only possible choice really,
when you want to be low-carbon and
resource efficient. So it’s not a question
of whether we move to a more circular
model or not, it’s a question of how
fast it happens.
More and more governments
understand this, and that’s why we
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have such success with the circular
economy missions that we take
around the globe. The message is
getting through, as the circular
economy concept moves to the heart
of the business world. We saw that
very clearly in Davos this year, when
the European Commission received a
circular economy award at the World
Economic Forum. And it’s being picked
by governments as well, as we saw
at the United Nations Environment
summit in March, which saw the
adoption of a ministerial declaration
that includes a strong recognition
of the circular economy as a tool to
arrive at sustainable consumption and
production patterns.
Change takes time, but these
changes are now well underway. I am
confident of that.
Do you have a sense of satisfaction
looking back of the four years of your
mandate? Are you considering another
tilt at representing Malta in the next
Commission?
When I took up this position,
things were delicately poised. I was
asked to undertake a major review of
our nature protection legislation, and
the first circular economy package
had been withdrawn, which created a
lot of tension and, it must be said, an
atmosphere of distrust. But we asked
people to judge us by our actions.
Four years on, the results are clear.
I oversaw a major strengthening
of biodiversity policy through the
new EU Action Plan for Nature, for
People and the Economy, the circular
economy has moved right to the top of
the Commission agenda, and as part of
that we have a comprehensive strategy
on plastics and new waste legislation
that is the most ambitious and modern
legislation in the world and a model
that is looked at globally.
That’s gratifying, but I wouldn’t
describe myself as satisfied. The trends
are going in the right direction, but we
need to step up the pace in many areas

because the long-term targets are
demanding, and the real changes are
still ahead of us.
I’ll
be
following
those
developments very closely, wherever I
find myself in years to come.
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DISCLAIMER: All opinions in this column reflect the views of the author(s), not of EURACTIV.COM Ltd.

UNESDA priorities and aspirations
for 2019-2024
By Unesda

[Shutterstock/ happystock]

U

NESDA’s Aspirations for the
2019-24 legislative period
address the three core areas
of Sustainability, Responsibility and
Competitiveness.
They build on the priorities of the
entire food and drink industry and
articulate a single market purposed
around: Growing sustainably, Serving
consumers, and Feeding Europe’s
economy.

OUR ASPIRATIONS
FOR ENVIRONMENTAL
SUSTAINABILITY
We are committed to driving
sustainability
throughout
our
value chain – from production and
distribution through to packaging,
collection, recycling and reuse. Climate
change has crucial implications for
the sustainability and competitiveness
of our sector, and we support the
European Commission’s objective of

building a sustainable Europe by 2030.
We use plastic, metal, glass and
carton packaging and have invested
in significant light-weighting and
design initiatives across all packaging
to reduce raw material use and CO2
emissions. Soft drinks companies have
set up and run packaging collection
schemes across the EU, and PET drinks
bottles are the most recycled item in
Europe.
Continued on Page 12
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We call on policymakers to:
•
Support us in driving optimal
collection,
recycling
and
reuse of all our packaging –
including plastics. This requires
coordinated action from all
stakeholders – national and
local authorities, industry and
consumers;
•
Focus on boosting single use
plastics collection rates to 90%
by 2029;
•
Ensure a sufficient supply of
food grade quality rPET to meet
our voluntary pledges and the
legislative targets set by the SUP
directive. rPET demand has been
boosted thanks to EU plastics
policy, however, food grade
quality supply has not kept pace;
•
Rapidly authorise the recycling
processes already assessed by
EFSA in order to support the
creation of a sufficient supply of
food grade quality rPET;
•
Support the Circular Plastics
Alliance set up by the European
Commission
to
gather
stakeholders from across the
value chain in exploring how to
overcome obstacles to a more
efficient circular economy’;
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•
Apply
Better
Regulation
principles to environmental
sustainability
legislation,
including appropriate impact
assessments to ensure legislation
is fit for purpose.
UNESDA has set a series of ambitions
to make its plastic packaging more
sustainable:
•
100% of our plastic packaging
will be recyclable by 2025
•
Our packaging will contain
an average minimum of 25%
recycled content in the next five
years.
•
We will increase and optimise
collection rates
• Working with partners we reuse
packaging where possible

OUR ASPIRATIONS FOR
HEALTH AND NUTRITION
We have an obligation to behave
responsibly in the sales and marketing
of our products and UNESDA
members are committed to supporting
Europeans lead healthy and active
lifestyles. We have made significant
investments in reformulation and
new product development to reduce
sugar and calories. No and low calorie
products representover 40% of soft

drinks sales in several markets.
We made significant reductions in
sugar and calories from 2000-2015 and
are on track to meet our commitment
to reduce sugar by a further 10% by
2020: a mid-term evaluation confirms
an 11.9% reduction from 2015-2017.
We support a more ambitious,
proactive, comprehensive, coordinated
and inclusive EU nutrition and health
policy, based on sound science and call
on policymakers to:
• Maintain momentum and create
opportunities to generate critical
mass in driving sugar and calorie
reduction;
•
Address
regulatory
hurdles
that limit opportunities for
innovation and sugar reduction
– including reviewing the
stipulation
that
low-calorie
sweeteners can only be used in
foodstuffs delivering a minimum
30% calorie reduction;
• Place specific emphasis on selfregulatory initiatives towards
children;
• Ensure that initiatives are taken
in partnership with all actors –
including industry, educators
and civil society;
Continued on Page 13
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Continued from Page 12
•
Set regulatory policy based on
facts, not perception.
The soft drinks sector is the only EU
sector that has responded to the EU
call for a 10% added sugar reduction by
2020. We have also used self-regulation
to deliver responsible behaviour
towards children in schools and in our
marketing:
• We removed all soft drinks for
sale in EU primary schools in
2006. In 2017 we removed all
sugar sweetened beverages from
EU secondary schools.
•
UNESDA members have not
advertised to children under 12
since 2006. Not on TV, radio, in
print, or online. Seven years ago,
this was also extended to cover
social media.

OUR ASPIRATIONS FOR
OUR SOCIO-ECONOMIC
FOOTPRINT
The European soft drinks industry
is rooted in the European economy. It
creates value throughout its supply
chain from the agricultural sector that
provides it with fruit and sugar, the
packaging sector which bottles and

cans its drinks, through to the creative
sectors which promote its products
and the supermarkets and bars that
sell them.
A local industry, we are a part of the
communities in which we operate and
produce products close to the markets
we serve.
We call on policymakers to:
•
Focus
on
driving
the
competitiveness of European
industry;
•
Ensure a clear, strong, single
market is at the heart of EU
policy, and resist policies that
create fragmentation;
• Support fair, non-discriminatory
and predictable fiscal policies as
there is no supporting evidence
that taxation singling out specific
food and drink products has a
positive health impact.
• Uphold the principles of Better
Regulation and:
•
Step up efforts to ensure that
Member State implementation
of EU food legislation is as
uniform as possible and that
administrative burdens for food
and drink companies, especially
SMEs, continue to be reduced;
•
Review
progress
of
the
REFIT
platform
which

collected
suggestions
and
recommendations on how to
simplify laws in relation to food.
This is particularly important for
multiple source substances;
• Facilitate the uptake of innovation
by adapting legislation to
stakeholder needs and hence
building trust among consumers.
The sector creates value throughout
its €185 billion value chain and
generates revenue 2.5 times greater
than it receives itself. We support over
1.7 million jobs throughout our value
chain and every job in the soft drinks
sector supports a further nine jobs in
associated industries.
Learn more at unesda.eu.
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UNESDA President outlines the
sector’s 2019-2024 aspirations:
sustainability, responsibility,
competitiveness
By Unesda

Video: https://eurac.tv/9QDa

L

ast year marked UNESDA’s 60th
anniversary and gave the soft
drinks industry an opportunity
to reflect on the progress it is making,
and the direction ahead. The sector is
now focusing on three critical areas:

sustainability, responsibility,
competitiveness.

and

Hear more from Tim Brett, President
of UNESDA, in the video above, and
read more about UNESDA’s aspirations

at this link : https://www.unesda.eu/
unesda-soft-drinks-europe-aspirations2019-2024-sustainable-responsiblecompetitive/
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