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The European Commission has set an objective for all
packaging placed on the EU market to be “reusable or
recyclable in an economically viable way by 2030”. In
this special report, EURACTIV looks at the implications for so-called “flexible packaging” such as crisp
packets, which are considered hard to recycle.
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‘Flexible packaging’ – a test case for
the EU’s recycling push
B y F r é d é r i c S i m o n | E U R A C T I V. c o m

Making so-called “flexible packaging” recyclable is a momentous
challenge for the industry because of the cumulated costs involved in the
collection, sorting and recycling of these products. [allen watkin / Flickr]

L

ightweight soft packaging such
as crisp packets or wrapping
for chocolate bars is giving
headaches to European recyclers who
currently have little incentive to buy
the collected material. The European
Commission will seek to address this
in July with its planned revision of the
EU’s packaging and packaging waste
directive.
One of the key objectives of the
Commission’s new circular economy
action plan (CEAP), tabled in March
2020, is to ensure that “all packaging
on the EU market is reusable or
recyclable in an economically viable
way by 2030”.
This means even complex-torecycle packaging, such as crisp
packets and wrapping for snacks or

candy bars, will need to be recycled or
replaced by greener options.
But making this type of “flexible
packaging” recyclable is a momentous
challenge for the industry because of
the cumulated costs involved in the
collection, sorting and recycling of
these products.
At the end of the day, buying virgin
material is often still the cheapest
option for the food industry.
“The reason why flexible packaging
is not recycled at the moment is
because of the cost. Economically
it has very little value,” said Justine
Maillot from the Rethink Plastic
Alliance, an environmental pressure
group.

“It’s also because of insufficient
volumes – flexible packaging is not
collected separately in most European
countries,” Maillot explains, meaning
it’s usually not recycled and ends up
being dumped in landfill or sent for
incineration.
France and Belgium recently
started collecting flexible packaging,
following in the footsteps of Germany,
Spain, and Italy, which started 20-30
years ago. However, improving
collection does not mean the
packaging will be recycled at the end
of the day.
“The value for recyclers is low,
there aren’t many buyers for it,” said
Joaquim Quoden, managing director
at EXPRA, the alliance of packaging
recovery organisations. “Even if you
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collect and sort flexible packaging,
you very often have to subsidise the
recycling,” he told EURACTIV in an
interview.
“This means you have to pay the
recycler to take the material instead
of getting paid by the recycler for it.
So, up to now, the economic chain
is not fully functioning for flexible
packaging.”.
According to Maillot, one of the
issues with flexible packaging is the
multiple layers of different materials
like plastic and aluminum, which
are compressed together. Crisps are
packaged like this to prevent the fat
they contain from going rancid when
exposed to oxygen.
“And that makes it very
challenging to make the packaging
recyclable,” she told EURACTIV.
The difficulty to recycle flexible
packaging is also linked to the
chemicals used in the packaging,
which Maillot said can be “quite heavy
in inks and additives” coming into the
different layers of the packaging.
“So removing chemicals of
concern will be essential to improve
recyclability there. But the very fact
that there are so many layers in itself
makes it really hard to recycle.”
A more viable business for
recyclers is to deal with heavier
products like PET plastic bottles and
other rigid packaging, which can be
collected in sufficient quantity and
have more value after recycling.
The food and drink industry, as
well as packaging manufacturers,
acknowledge those challenges, saying
they stand ready to address them. In
a joint industry paper, they called on
policymakers to tackle the full value
chain – from product design to waste
collection and recycling.

“We believe the transition towards
a circular economy for packaging
requires a policy response which
fosters progress both in packaging
design and waste management
infrastructures including collection,
sorting and recycling,” they said.
For the industry, the future
recyclability of flexible packaging
will require “scaling up the waste
management infrastructure” as well
as using “new sorting and recycling
technologies, such as chemical
recycling”.
According to Quoden, getting
enough volumes will be essential
to make recycling worthwhile.
Because they are so lightweight, large
quantities of crisp packets or snack
bags need to be collected in order to
make recycling viable economically.
The recycling industry will also
need to specialise more in order to
deal with specific waste streams, he
said.
“The more we advance in
recycling, the more we will need
specialised recyclers to produce
good quality recycled materials.
And these specialised recyclers, they
will need material coming not only
from Belgium, but also from the
Netherlands, France or Germany.”
“That’s why you need to make it
easier to transport sorted waste within
the EU, from one country to the other,”
he said, calling for a “Schengen Area
of waste” to be established within
the European Union so that greater
volumes of sorted material can be
exchanged.

RECYCLABILITY BY
DESIGN
Reducing waste will be the top
priority for the European Commission
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as part of its planned revision of the
EU’s packaging and packaging waste
directive (PPWD), expected to be
tabled in July.
According to the Commission, only
around 42% of the plastic packaging
waste generated is currently being
recycled in the EU.
And for Brussels, this is partly
due to the way packaging is designed
in the first place. “Packaging design
does not sufficiently consider the
difficulties and costs of treatment of
packaging waste,” the EU executive
said in a preliminary assessment of
the directive’s revision.
“It has been calculated that
design improvement could halve the
cost of recycling plastic packaging
waste,” the Commission said, citing
a 2017 study by the Ellen MacArthur
Foundation.
As part of the directive’s revision,
the EU executive suggested it
would look into design standards
called “essential requirements” of
packaging. Those date back to 1994
and “do not provide the regulatory
push for design changes for re-use
and recyclability”, the executive said.
“The essential requirements also
leave too much room to interpretation,
in particular about what qualifies
as recyclable,” the Commission
added, saying this has “spurred a
trend towards light-weighting of
packaging,” which sometimes came
“at the expense of recyclability”.
Quoden welcomed the EU’s push to
bolster recyclability by design, saying
this “has to be the way forward”.
In practice, he explained, this
means going from an extreme variety
of packaging types to a much smaller
variety.
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“If there are 100 different kinds
of flexible packaging, how can we
possibly sort them out in a financially
viable way? But if we have four or five
different sorts, I think we can then
have enough volume so that recycling
makes sense, both economically and
environmentally speaking.”
Environmental
campaigners
also applaud EU efforts to improve
recyclability by design. But they
also believe something more radical
needs to be done in order to reduce
packaging in the first place.
“While we support redesigning
packaging for recycling, the first thing
we should think about is reuse and
even eliminate packaging entirely,”
Maillot said. “Is packaging really
necessary? This is the first question
we need to ask ourselves.”
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Another
priority,
according
to Maillot, is to promote reusable
containers in retail stores instead of
disposable packaging.
“For food – cookies, biscuits,
etc. – we have already seen quite a
lot of initiatives to replace flexible
packaging with things like glass jars.
When it comes to confectionery,
there are also opportunities to put in
place refill stations where people can
come with their own bags or reusable
packaging,” she said.
For her, the revision of the
packaging and packaging waste
directive is an opportunity to scale
up these kinds of reuse systems and
change some of the delivery models.
But at the end of the day, Maillot
doubts that recycling soft packaging
will ever become economically viable

because chemical recycling is often
being considered as the ultimate
solution.
“From chemical recycling, you end
up with recycled material in the form
of syngas and oil – it’s not recycled
directly. So in terms of the market,
there is again very little interest,” she
pointed out, because virgin plastic
feedstock is so cheap.
“This is why we believe it’s
probably better to simply phase out
this kind of packaging – because it will
never really be worth collecting and
recycling. Instead, we should focus on
redesigning and prioritising reusable
packaging or other types of packaging
that are actually easily recyclable or
have high-value recycled content.”
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IN TERVIEW

Recycling pro: Design
standardisation is ‘way forward’ for
flexible packaging
B y F r é d é r i c S i m o n | E U R A C T I V. c o m

Joachim Quoden [Close the Glass Loop / YouTube]

G

reater
standardisation
in
design “has to be the way
forward” in order to make it
worthwhile economically to recycle
lightweight packaging such as crisp
packets. In practice, this also means
reducing the variety of packaging
available to the food and drink
industry, says Joachim Quoden.
Joaquim Quoden is the managing
director of the Extended Producer

Responsibility
Alliance
(EXPRA),
an alliance of packaging recovery
organisations owned by the obliged
industry.

•

HIGHLIGHTS
•

Flexible packaging currently
has low value for recyclers
because of insufficient volumes
and the multitude of different
packaging types that need to be

•

sorted after collection.
A key challenge is to find a
market for the sorted materials
and to convince packaging
producers to take the recyclates,
whose quality need to be as
close as possible to virgin
materials.
Greater standardisation in
design “has to be the way
forward” in order to make
flexible packaging easier to
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recycle and re-use. In practice,
this also means reducing the
variety of packaging available
to the food and drink industry.
Standardisation will also
boost volumes for recyclers,
provided that sorted waste
can be traded freely across EU
borders in a “Schengen Area
for waste”.
Chemical recycling methods
may offer a partial solution in
the long-run but traditional
mechanical recycling still has
a lot of room for improvement
and needs to be further
developed in the next 5-10
years.
Extended
Producer
Responsibility (EPR) schemes
for packaging can serve as
a template for other waste
streams like textiles or
mattresses.

Countries like Belgium have started
collecting waste plastic packaging
such as crisp packets or wraps for
chocolate bars, which are extremely
lightweight and difficult to recycle.
How many countries in Europe are
currently doing this? Who are the best
in class? And do you expect this to
become the norm?
France and Belgium were among
the last EU countries to collect
those lightweight packaging – they
started first with higher-value plastic
packaging like bottles and other rigid
packaging and then expanded to
flexible as well.
In Belgium, they have started
collecting them in the blue bags
since 1 or 2 years now already. France,
I believe, started a step-by-step
process some years ago to roll it out
across the whole country and it is
very close now to offer it everywhere.
But most of the other countries
like Germany, Spain, and Italy –
they started collecting it from the
very beginning 20 to 30 years ago,

together with other kinds of plastics.
I’m not talking about the UK – they
still do not have a real nationwide
approach and are a very special case
so you cannot really compare them
with other European countries. They
implemented 25 years ago a very
special approach to EPR schemes
where industry is incentivising
recyclers but there is no structured
collaboration with municipalities,
collectors and sorters. So, every local
authority is deciding what to collect
in which way and to which extent,
and at their own costs. It seems that
this approach will be changed in the
next years by introducing a model
which is closer to the continental
approach on EPR.
Perhaps you can compare them
with Poland which tried to copy some
elements of the UK system. So, they
are more or less still starting from
scratch, having to develop their own
national infrastructure especially
also for the recycling sector.
Does flexible packaging have any
value, despite being lightweight?
The value for recyclers is low,
there aren’t many buyers for it.
Even if you collect and sort flexible
packaging, you very often have to
subsidise the recycling, especially
if you’re not using the latest sorting
technology. This means you have to
pay the recycler to take the material
instead of getting paid by the recycler
for it. So, up to now, the economic
chain is not fully functioning for
flexible packaging.
There are many reasons for that.
One of them is that there are a lot of
different kinds of flexible packaging,
e.g.: mono material, multi-layer, and
so on. And that means you need very
good technology to be able to sort
the waste into pure material streams
which can then be reused.
That

is

the

challenge

still,

especially because we did not really
concentrate over the last years on
flexible packaging. If you remember
the old targets – first 15% for
plastics then 22.5% – that means we
concentrated first on the plastics
which were the most economic to
recycle, such as PET bottles and other
rigid packaging. Only a few countries
invested some money to recycle
flexible packaging such as Italy,
Spain, and Germany.
And that lasted in Germany until
competition started between several
packaging
recycling
operators
(PROs). But since then, most of these
expensive experiments were stopped
as PROs concentrated on fulfilling
the minimum target with the most
economic packaging to recycle but
not to overfulfil the targets.
Once collected, what happens to such
lightweight packaging? Is it actually
recycled or not?
It still depends from country to
country. As soon as you need to fulfil
higher targets, of course, you try
to sort it and recycle the necessary
amounts. And as the targets are
now increasing step-by-step – to
50% for 2025, in addition to a new
measurement point – I think we will
see more and more recycling for this
type of packaging as well. Because
otherwise you will not reach the
targets.
So, there are more and more
recyclers offering this. But of course,
the quality of the sorting needs to
increase as well. That’s one of the
reasons behind the Holy Grail project:
we need additional technology to
sort them in a better way.
Near infrared sorting technology
is fantastic, but we need even more.
This might be by polysecure and
marker technologies, or by digital
watermarking, who knows. Let’s see
who will win this race.
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You mentioned sorting as a challenge.
What are the other challenges associated
with those types of packaging when it
comes to recycling?
The first challenge is to find a
market for the sorted materials and to
convince packaging producers to take
the recyclates. That’s the next step.
For instance, my Belgium member for
commercial packaging, VALIPAC, has
developed with a packaging producer a
flexible film packaging that can uptake
already 30- 35% of recyclates without
losing the properties – so with the same
properties as virgin material.
Of course, you can always recycle
flexible film into park benches or
whatever. But we are now trying to
move step-by-step to the next level,
to higher applications, and without
blaming the existing variety of
applications. Because, wherever you
use the recyclates you are replacing
virgin material which is the ultimate
goal! Whether a PET Bottle is a better
use for rPET than a T-Shirt is from my
point of view a very complex discussion
and the judgement depends on your
priorities and opinions.
Environmentalists argue that the focus
should first be on waste prevention
and reuse. In some supermarkets for
example, customers can refill bags of
biscuits which are sold in bulk. Is this
the way forward in your view?
Of course, reusable or refillable
packaging has a lot of potential and
we have to look for more applications.
And that applies not just to consumer
packaging but to the commercial
packaging sector as well.
For consumer packaging, I think
there is a lot that we can learn from the
beverage sector. Refillable and reusable
bottles are commonplace in Germany
and Austria, for example. And the
Czechs have a very good tradition for
refillable beverage containers.
But

for

other

products

and

packaging, I think there is still a long
way to go. Especially because you have
to take the consumer with you, and not
“just” the 5-10% idealistic people who
are ready to do the additional efforts.
Because it is an additional effort for
consumers.
So we need the majority of the
people on board – people who work
8-10 hours a day, who come back late at
home and don’t have time to cook but
eat prepared stuff. That’s a challenge
because it involves a change in our
lifestyles. And that’s I think the biggest
challenge.
Not to talk about the challenge of
avoiding to consume more energy and
CO2 by changing to reusable solutions.
Reusable bottles in Germany, I
understand, is only environmentally
viable when it is limited to small
regions within a radius of about 100 to
200 kilometres. What’s your view on
this?
Reusable bottles in Germany, I
understand, is only environmentally
viable when it is limited to small regions
within a radius of about 100 to 200
kilometres. What’s your view on this?
Reusable bottles are economically
more expensive, there’s no doubt about
it. Because the retail sector needs
to reserve some space to take all the
returned bottles back. Then, they have
to sort them into the right boxes, and
transport it, which is expensive and also
problematic from an environmental
point of view.
But this is partly a problem we
created ourselves. When I was a
student, there were only three different
types of bottles for beer: one standard
bottle for Pils, one standard bottle for
Kölsch, and one standard bottle for
Weizen. Nowadays, there is a special
bottle for each brand, even the trays
are different from brand to brand and
they aren’t standardised anymore!
So, the marketeers took over, not the
environmentalists or the CFOs.
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Even the trays are branded now, so
the retailers have to sort all the bottles
into the right tray. And those bottles
have to be brought back to Bavaria, or
to the north of Germany, whereas in the
past they were able to transport it to the
next brewery.
So there is great potential to make
this more environmentally sensible
and decrease the costs of collection,
sorting and transportation. But of
course, the marketeers might tell you
that people buy their beer because of
the branding.
So that’s a question that industry
has to answer, they have to take the
decision. And whether it would be
helpful for the EU to give targets to
support this decision, I don’t know.
This “recyclability by design” concept
is something that the European
Commission is currently looking into. It
involves some degree of standardisation
in how packaging is made so that it is
easier to collect, sort and recycle. Is this
the way forward in your view?
It has to be the way forward. EXPRA
is a very active member of CEFLEX,
where we are working on design
guidelines for flexible packaging. In
practice, that means going from an
extreme variety of packaging types to a
much smaller variety.
And I don’t think that this will
decrease competition. If there are 100
different kinds of flexible packaging,
how can we possibly sort them out
in a financially viable way? But if we
have four or five different sorts, I think
we can then have enough volume
so that recycling makes sense, both
economically and environmentally
speaking.
Getting enough volume is the whole
point, right? Because these things are
so lightweight that you need enough
volume in order to make it worthwhile…
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Yes, but this counts for every
kind of packaging we sort and you
also need volume in order to find a
recycler who is willing to take that
kind of material. That’s why you
need to make it easier to transport
sorted waste within the EU, from
one country to the other. We think
there should be a “Schengen Area
for waste”.
Because the more we advance
in recycling, the more we will need
specialised recyclers to produce
good quality recycled materials.
And these specialised recyclers,
they will need material coming
not only from Belgium, but also
from the Netherlands, France or
Germany. So we should make it as
easy as possible for them to get the
stuff they need. But here, we speak
about “sorted fractions in a certain
quality”, not about “mixed plastics
with unknown composition”.
You said standardisation by design
is a necessary first step to ensure
enough volumes come on the market.
And then a Schengen Area of waste
so that it can be traded across
borders. What other measures or
incentives do you think are essential
in order to encourage recyclers to
invest in the necessary machinery?
A first step is for all EU countries
to fully implement existing EU
waste legislation. In countries that
have fully implemented the waste
acquis, the situation is totally
different than in other countries.
It’s as stupid and easy as
it sounds: if a country is not
implementing what has been
agreed, then of course, it will be
ages behind the other EU member
states. So that’s for me the most
important thing before we discuss
new legislation. Some member
states need to do their job.
Which countries are you referring to,
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A lot of countries are not
fulfilling the targets, not only for
packaging but for municipal waste
in general. I think an analysis of
the Commission a few years ago
showed that nearly half of all
Member States will not reach the
municipal waste recycling targets
for 2020, including Malta, Hungary
etc.
That’s
why
the
former
Commission started its “Virtuous
Missions” to these Member States
accompanied by experts to discuss
and show these countries how they
can reach the targets.
Unfortunately, the COVID crisis
also stopped this very good project
where I was personally involved.
Malta may be bad but it’s very small,
it’s not going to make such a big
difference at the EU level…
In the EU Council of Ministers,
they can still block or hamper
legislation even though they don’t
have the same weight as Germany.
And, small or big, I understand
one of the main goals of our
European Union to have similar
living standards and conditions for
all our inhabitants wherever they
live. Shouldn’t it be easier for us to
support a small country on its way
to sustainability?
Coming back to lightweight flexible
packaging, what is the potential of
chemical recycling there? Is that a
possible way forward in your view?
This is the big hope for many
parts of the value chain. According
to them, chemical recycling will
solve all of our problems. But it’s
like with all magical solutions and
technologies: there are some very
good plans but we have to make
them fly now.

From our point of view as EPR
systems, the most important part
which has not yet been done, is
to agree a definition for chemical
recycling. We need a definition
which is legally sound and accepted
by all. And we need a measurement
procedure so that we know how
much of the chemically recycled
material can count for the target.
If in the end, only 30 or 40% of
the inputs can be counted towards
the target, then this will determine
how much we can rely on chemical
recycling.
You seem to be more among the
sceptics, I see…
I think it will work eventually
but it will be only be a mediumsized part of the solution. For the
next 5-10 years, I would put more
effort on the traditional mechanical
recycling methods where there
is still a lot of room to improve
performance.
Linked to the question of chemical
recycling is the issue of inks,
which are often found in flexible
packaging. Those can be toxic for
human health if they find their way
back into recycled plastic. How can
this issue be addressed?
In my view, this should be
addressed in the design guidelines.
To me, it’s clear that the food
packaging industry should choose
inks that do not hinder recycling.
The European Commission is
preparing a revision of the packaging
and package waste directive. What
else could the EU do in order to boost
recycling of lightweight plastic
packaging?
With the current targets, we
will see already a big boost in
recycling: 50% by 2025, and 55% by
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2030. And on top of that, you need to
consider the new measurement point.
Because compared to the current or old
measurement point, you are losing 20
to 30% of your performance.
So if you express the new targets in
the old measurements, it would mean
a 65-70% recycling target. And this is
already very ambitious, it means you
will have to collect 80-85% of your
plastic packaging in order to fulfil the
targets, which is a lot.
And the boost will come with the
infrastructure. So, we need perhaps
minimum targets for how the
collection systems should be accessible
for the people. Something like this will
be needed because the infrastructure is
key. And as soon as member states are
putting the legislation in their national
law in a reliable way, you will see like
in Belgium big investments in new
sorting plants, recycling centres, and
so on. And this is what we need all over
Europe.
Enforcement will also be essential,
and Germany is a good example.
Since Germany launched their central
agency in 2019, the performance of
the system has improved dramatically.
Everyone knows that if they behave
badly, they will be punished so they all
start behaving well all of a sudden. This
is a big problem in many countries,
especially those with competition
amongst several PROs which don’t
have the necessary monitoring and
enforcement.
And on top of that, going more for
reuse where it makes sense. This can
be a good step, but I still do not know
exactly how to do it in a way that will
not be counter-productive.
You mean reuse can be a burden on the
consumer?
No, I mean from a CO2 point of
view, because reuse can lead to more
emissions, more energy use, more
water use, etc. This debate will become

more and more relevant in the future, I
believe. Essentially: what are the effects
to our CO2 emissions if we go too far on
reuse?
This could end up having the
opposite effect of what we want to
achieve. And a balanced solution will
have to be found in the end.
The same goes with requirements
for minimum amounts of recycled
content going into new products. If
you see now the developments for
PET bottles, where you have this 30%
minimum recycled target, the PET
industry is now complaining about the
use of their recyclates by other players.
Lego for instance wanted to use
recycled PET in their new bricks. And
that caused uproar among NGOs and
the beverage industry who complained
that Lego was stealing their material.
Is this what we want? I don’t know. We
want a good use of the recycled material
but we don’t want a war between the
different applicants.
The German deposit return scheme for
bottles, do you believe it can be expanded
to other types of waste?
I think that we should concentrate
where the application of EPR could
make sense. The big problem usually
is that the municipalities don’t have
enough money or don’t want to ask
more money from their residents to run
a proper waste collection infrastructure,
not to talk about the competences that
were given to the respective industries.
Asking a financial contribution
to producers who place goods on the
market, that makes a lot of sense to
us. And if policymakers combine
this with incentives to improve
the environmental performance of
products, the producers can save
money as well.
Looking at textiles for examples,
in two years municipalities will have
to put in place separate collection
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schemes everywhere. How should
they fund this? I don’t think that many
municipalities have thought about this
problem. Because today, people sell the
most valuable clothes on eBay. What
people used in the past to throw away in
a textile container, they are now selling
it online, which means recyclers are left
with the least valuable textile waste.
I believe the only way forward is
to bring the industry on board. For
example, vendors who sell T-shirts for
€1, when collection and recycling costs
€2, they will stop making this nonsense.
That’s why I think packaging can serve
as a test case for textiles, for example.
In the US for instance, you have EPR
systems for mattresses, for paints or
even sharps. So even though they’re
doing very little on packaging (Oregon
and Maine are just introducing an
EPR scheme for packaging), they have
EPR systems for other waste streams.
And it’s quite interesting to see what’s
possible. We in Europe can learn a lot
from them as well, although we often
think that we are always the leaders.
To conclude, what do you think is the
lowest-hanging fruit that policymakers
should look at when revising EU waste
and recycling legislation?
An easy win could be to put into law
the 10 million tonne goal for recycled
plastics, which was included in the
Circular Plastic Alliance. That for me
would be the easiest way because
it would ensure that the industry
continues to fight for it and the
authorities could be sure that the goal
will be reached and continued.
I think it is more difficult to set
further minimum targets for recycled
content for additional packaging
items or sectors, as already started in
the single-use plastic directive with a
minimum recycled content targets for
PET bottles. But it’s only my personal
opinion, it’s not necessarily backed by
EXPRA.
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Simpler design seen as key to
recycling-friendly food wrappers
B y K i r a T a y l o r | E U R A C T I V. c o m

There’s a very clear message to the industry that wrappers for food, like crisps and chocolate, need to be
recyclable, according to Graham Houlder, project coordinator and managing Director at a Circular Economy
for Flexible Packaging (CEFLEX). [Richard Johnson / Shutterstock]

S

imple design and using at least
90% of the same plastic is the
key to making packaging for
foods like crisps and chocolate easier
to recycle, according to the industry.
To tackle the climate crisis, the
European Union seeks to promote the
transition to a circular economy where
products use less material, contain
more recycled content and are easily
recycled or reused.
As part of this drive, the European
Commission wants to ensure that “all
packaging on the EU market is reusable
or recyclable in an economically viable
way by 2030” – an objective that will
be reflected in the upcoming revision
of the packaging and packaging waste
directive, expected in July.

A key challenge there will be to
address so-called “flexible packaging”
– the soft plastic wrappings used for
foods like crisps and chocolate bars.
These are considered hard to recycle
because they are lightweight and
contain different layers of materials
like plastic and aluminum.
“Because the packaging is so
lightweight and has so many layers,
separating the materials is not
economically viable,” says Justine
Maillot from the Rethink Plastic
Alliance, an environmental campaign
group.
But the industry is ready to take on
the challenge and is looking at ways of
making flexible packaging recyclable
by design.

“There’s a very clear message to the
industry that structures which aren’t
relatively simple to recycle, or sort and
recycle, aren’t acceptable anymore,”
said Graham Houlder, managing
director at CEFLEX, an industry
group working on flexible packaging
solutions.

RECYCLABILITY BY
DESIGN
Large brands are already getting on
board with the idea. Mars is looking
at redesigning its packaging to reach
100% recyclability by 2025. Nestlé is
also looking at this, with 62% of its
total plastic packaging recyclable or
reusable in 2020.
And PepsiCo Europe is changing its
crisp packets to ensure they are made,
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as much as possible, of a single type
of plastic. That will mean brands like
Lays, Doritos and Cheetos will have a
minimum of 90% of one particular
plastic by 2030.
This is in line with CEFLEX’s
guidelines for ecodesign, a traffic
light system designed to help
manufacturers understand whether
a particular type of packaging is
compatible or not with mechanical
recycling.
According to the guidelines,
products should have at least 90% of
the same plastic to be fully compatible
with recycling facilities. That leaves
10% freedom for inks and materials
like aluminium which preserve the
freshness of the food by acting as a
barrier to oxygen and water.
Using only one type of plastic – or
at least using a majority of only one
type of plastic – is also important to
ensure that the recycled product is as
high quality as possible.
“Every time you process that
plastic, recycle that plastic, make it
something new, you will be changing
or damaging slightly the polymer.
We want to do as little of that as
possible so that you get as many lives
as possible from the plastic,” said
Venetia Spencer from the Polyolefin
Circular Economy Platform (PCEP),
an industry group representing
manufacturers of food wrappers.

BARRIERS TO
CIRCULARITY
Flexible packaging is not only
used in the food industry, a lot of
it is also produced as wrappers to
prevent goods from being damaged in
commercial transportation, or as bags
for restaurant supplies.
At the moment, this type of

industrial and commercial flexible
packaging has higher recycling rates
thanks to their simpler design and a
higher collection rate.
“They tend to be mono [material]
because for distribution packaging
you don’t need [many] barrier
properties to protect it against light
or oxygen or water loss. So those tend
to be easier to recycle. They also tend
to all be polyethylene and they tend to
be transparent for a large proportion
as well which also helps things,”
Houlder told EURACTIV.
For consumer goods, however, it
is more complicated. Manufacturers
need to weigh usefulness against
design, particularly when it comes to
barriers to prevent oxygen and water
from damaging the food.
“Consumer flexible packaging
[is] the more difficult stuff. It’s the
small candy wrappers through to
coffee pouches or soup pouches and
everything in between. So that’s got
lots of printing on it and some of it
has barrier functionality built into it,”
Houlder explains.
Alongside this, the packaging
must meet standards for food contact
material. At the moment, that means
flexible packaging for food products
cannot contain material that has been
recycled mechanically, said Spencer.
This will be a challenge for Pepsi
which has announced an ambition
to use 100% recycled or renewable
plastic in all its packets by 2030.
For the moment, Pepsi will need to
use chemical recycling for recycled
content that goes into food packaging,
but they emphasise that this will only
complement mechanical recycling.
There are also challenges when it
comes to the inks on food wrappers
that brands use to differentiate

13

themselves from their competitors
and give information about the
product.
“The difficulty to recycle flexible
packaging is also linked very much to
the chemicals used in that packaging
– usually it’s quite heavy in inks and
additives, which come in the different
layers of the packaging,” said Justine
Maillot, from the Rethink Plastic
Alliance.
“So removing chemicals of
concern will be essential to improve
recyclability there. But the very fact
that there are so many layers in itself
makes it really hard to recycle,” she
said.
According
to
the
CEFLEX
guidelines, lighter coloured inks
are fully compatible with recycling
while darker inks are only partially
compatible.
However, Houlder does not think
it is necessary to ban certain inks,
adhesives and barrier materials which
make recycling more difficult.
Instead, he says the European
Commission should adjust existing
ecological taxes in order to drive
out problematic inks and reward
packaging that is easier to recycle.
Conversely, packs containing hard to
recycle components would have to
pay more.

REDUCE AND REUSE
BEFORE RECYCLING
But while Houlder is “completely
convinced” that the industry will
meet the European Commission’s aim
to have all packaging recyclable and
reusable by 2030, the Rethink Plastic
Alliance is sceptical.
“Certainly, there can be design
requirements to eliminate chemicals
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of concern that could improve the
recyclability of flexible packaging,”
Maillot said.
However, she doubts that this will
ever become viable economically.
“You may be able to recycle maybe the
aluminium layer but the plastic layer
is not valuable enough, so you won’t
be able to do much with it. For cartons
like Tetra Pak, it can make economic
sense to separate the different layers,
but not for flexible packaging which is
so lightweight. You would need huge
amounts to be able to do anything,”
she told EURACTIV.
“So first comes the issue of
collection, which would cost a lot of
money for a product that has so little
value.”
European recyclers agree that
improving collection is the starting
point. But they also believe it
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is necessary “to single out and
phase out unrecyclable packaging
solutions,” says Emmanuel Katrakis
of the European Recycling Industries’
Confederation (EuRIC).

kind of packaging and prioritise
reusable packaging or other types
of packaging that are either easily
recyclable or have high value recycled
content.

“It is very important to ensure
that what is placed on the market is
effectively recyclable,” Katrakis told
EURACTIV, especially because flexible
packaging has a very short lifespan.

“For food – cookies, biscuits,
etc. – we have already seen quite a
lot of initiatives to replace flexible
packaging with things like glass jars.
When it comes to confectionery, there
are also opportunities to be put in
place refill stations where people can
come with their own bags or reusable
packaging,” she said.

In terms of technologies, EuRIC
is involved in an EU-funded research
project called CIMPA, whose purpose
is to recycle multilayer plastics used in
packaging and agricultural films. But
recyclability must also be assessed
“based on existing best available
sorting and recycling techniques, not
the ones that may be used in 5 or 10
years,” he says.
According to Maillot, a simpler
solution would be to phase out this
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Reaching critical mass: EU eyes
increased collection of lightweight
packaging
B y N i k o l a u s J . K u r m a y e r | E U R A C T I V. c o m

Driving up collection rates of flexible packaging is a key aspect of getting
the recycling rate of the tricky packaging up. [Shutterstock/degetzica]

etting enough volume is the
first challenge for recyclers
when it comes to dealing
with lightweight packaging such
as crisp packets and food wrappers.
To boost quantities and make
recycling worthwhile, the European
Commission is looking at ways of
harmonising waste collection across
the EU.

G

packaging and packaging
directive, expected in July.

The EU executive wants to
ensure that “all packaging on the EU
market is reusable or recyclable in
an economically viable way by 2030”
– an objective that will be reflected
in the upcoming revision of the EU’s

Flexible packaging like crisp
packets and food wrappers are
notoriously difficult to recycle,
because they are so lightweight that
massive quantities of it are needed for
recycling to be worthwhile.

waste

To get to 100%, the European
Commission is looking at all possible
waste
streams,
even
“flexible
multilayer composite packaging,”
which are considered difficult to
recycle, according to a preliminary
assessment of the directive’s revision.

“The value for recyclers is low,
there aren’t many buyers for it,” says
Joachim Quoden, managing director
of the non-profit Extended Producer
Responsibility Alliance (Expra), which
brings together packaging recovery
organisations owned by the obliged
industry.
“It’s also because of insufficient
volumes – flexible packaging is not
collected separately in most European
countries,” said Justine Maillot from
the Rethink Plastic Alliance, an
environmental group.
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The extreme variety of packaging
types doesn’t help either. “If there
are 100 different kinds of flexible
packaging, how can we possibly sort
them out in a financially viable way?”
Quoden asks.
To make things worse, flexible
packaging also tends to be “quite
heavy in inks and additives,” which
need to be removed, making it more
costly to recycle, Maillot adds.
These economic and technical
barriers
to
recycling
flexible
packaging were identified in a 2018
study by ETH Zurich university. And
they tend to reinforce each other: as
recycling is economically unattractive
today, there are few incentives to
address the technical barriers like ink
contamination.
As a result, recyclers tend to focus
on the more valuable, heavier waste
such as PET bottles and other rigid
packaging, while flexible packaging
usually ends up in landfill or
incinerators.
But with higher EU recycling
targets on the horizon, the industry
is chasing economies of scale to drive
the business case for recycling the
lightweight stuff as well.
They are helped by the fact that
flexible packaging is incredibly
plentiful.
Flexible
packaging
represents “at least half of food
primary packaging placed on the
EU market (in product units) while
accounting for only one sixth of
packaging material used (in weight),”
according to a cross-industry position
paper published in November.
Making
flexible
packaging
recyclable by design is one of the key
solutions that industry is currently
looking into. If flexible packaging
becomes more standardised, and the
variety of wrappers is brought down
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to four or five different types, then
volume and weight will increase as
well, supporting the economic case
for recycling.
“You need volume in order to
find a recycler who is willing to
take that kind of material,” Quoden
explains. “If we have four or five
different sorts, I think we can then
have enough volume so that recycling
makes sense, both economically and
environmentally speaking,” he said.

RAMPING UP COLLECTION
But the first step to secure more
volumes of flexible packaging waste
is to improve collection.
“In a circular economy, all flexible
packaging needs to be collected so
that it is available for sorting and
recycling,” says CEFLEX, a coalition
bringing together 170 European
companies,
associations
and
organisations representing the entire
value chain of flexible packaging.
“This requires a significant
increase in the collection of flexible
packaging across Europe,” the
coalition says.
To
maximise
recycling,
municipalities must ensure separate
collection of different waste streams
such as paper/cardboard, organic
waste, plastic and glass, CEFLEX says.
However, EU countries are
dragging their feet when it comes to
implementing EU waste legislation.
In November, the Commission sent
letters of formal notice to Bulgaria,
Croatia, Greece, Romania and
Slovakia to improve their treatment
of waste.
Romania was also dragged before
the European Court of Justice for
failing to comply with a court order
to meet its obligations under the EU

Landfill Directive. Three years after
the judgment, 42 landfills are still not
closed, the Commission complained.
“A first step is for all EU countries
to fully implement existing EU waste
legislation,” Qudoen insists. “It’s
as stupid and easy as it sounds: if a
country is not implementing what
has been agreed, then of course, it will
be ages behind the other EU member
states.”
According to Quoden, “nearly
half” of EU countries are currently
not fulfilling waste targets, not only
for packaging but also for municipal
waste in general, including Malta and
Hungary.
“So that’s for me the most
important thing before we discuss
new legislation. Some member states
need to do their job.”
There are positive signs as well. In
recent years, more EU countries such
as France and Belgium have started
collecting lightweight packaging as
part of increased recycling efforts.
In Belgium, the types of waste
that can be thrown in the so-called
“blue bag” was recently extended to
all types of plastic, including flexible
packaging. Belgian residents and
small businesses can now put around
14 types of plastic into their blue bags.
And consumers seem to be on
board. “The quality is good,” said
Patrick Laevers, managing director
at Belgian recycling scheme Fost
Plus. “Only 5% of the contents do
not belong in it,” he told the Brussels
Times, a local newspaper.
“The New Blue Bag is a unique
opportunity to develop a local circular
packaging economy, with new sorting
centres and recycling capacity
for plastics here in Belgium,” the
company says on its website.
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Pre-sorted rubbish bags in Belgium. [Shutterstock/PP Photos]

SORTING IT OUT
The Belgium example illustrates
the close connection between
collection and sorting. In an ideal
world, sorting is done upstream by
consumers before waste is collected
by municipalities and sent to a
recycling facility.
But even though collection
of flexible packaging is now
commonplace, it is not a guarantee
that it will be recycled in the end.
“If you collect flexible packaging
with other types of waste, then you
have to separate it from the rest,
which is a challenge and adds to the
costs,” says Justine Maillot from the
Rethink Plastic Alliance
“Another challenge relates to
consumers: even though you might
tell them to recycle of bring their
packaging to a collection point, it
might still not be recycled in the end
because it has so little value. This is
confusing for the consumers because
at the moment, this waste is either
exported, incinerated or landfilled.”

More fundamentally, a well
functioning collection system for
recycling flexible packaging “requires
the collaboration of industry,
legislators, local authorities and
consumers,” according to CEFLEX.
And parts of that chain may not
always work as intended. Even in a
county like Germany, which is seen as
a European leader on recycling, local
authorities tend to be overwhelmed
by the diversity of waste collection
schemes.
“The big problem is usually
that the municipalities don’t have
enough money or don’t want to ask
more money from their residents
to run a proper waste collection
infrastructure,” explained Quoden.
And “the competences that were
given to the respective industries”
tend to complicate the matter further,
he adds.
To boost recycling of flexible
packaging, one of the keys therefore
is to improve sorting after collection.
And “since a relevant proportion
of flexible packaging may remain
in the mixed solid waste stream,
the additional sorting of flexible

packaging from the mixed waste is
necessary,” notes CEFLEX.
Sorting is a costly activity, which
is currently performed by “mostly
small players with relatively low
profit margins,” says the 2018 form
ETH Zurich. As such, facilities either
tend to rely on government support
or are structured as state-owned
monopolies.
Eventually, technology might
come to the rescue. “The quality of
the sorting needs to increase,” says
Quoden. “That’s one of the reasons
behind the Holy Grail project: we
need additional technology to sort
them in a better way.”
As part of the “Holy Grail 2.0”
project, the industry is working
towards invisible barcodes that
sorting machines can scan in order
to sort waste. “Near infrared sorting
technology is fantastic, but we
need even more. This might be by
polysecure and marker technologies,
or by digital watermarking, who
knows. Let’s see who will win this
race,” Quoden says.
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EXTENDING THE
“POLLUTER PAYS”
PRINCIPLE
To finance the collection and
recycling of waste, the European
Commission aims to expand existing
approaches such as extended
producer
responsibility
(EPR)
schemes, which are based on the
“polluter pays” principle.
“Extended producer responsibility
is the idea to make those who are
putting a product or packaging
on the market responsible for its
end of life,” Quoden explained in
a December 2020 interview with
EURACTIV. “This is partly a financial
obligation, and very often it’s an
operational obligation as well. And it
forces producers to think of the end
of life while designing their product,
because it makes after life treatment
cheaper.”
EPR is a concept enshrined in
EU law but it is only mandatory at
the moment for electronic waste. By
2024, however, it will be extended to
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all packaging.
Under existing EPR schemes,
producers generally contribute the
same fee regardless of how much
they pollute. This is likely to change
in the future, with EPR fees varying
based on how much manufacturers
contribute to pollution.
This so-called “eco-modulation
of EPR fees” is expected to become
the norm under the EU’s revised
packaging and packaging waste
directive that the Commission will
table in July.
“In the future you will have a fee
per subcategory: a special fee for
bottles, for film, and so on. It will
be much more differentiated than
today. And some member states
may differentiate between the best
performers and the worst,” Quoden
explained in an interview with
EURACTIV.
Eco-modulation can penalise
or reward producers based on the
environmental
performance
of

their products measured in terms
of recyclability, recycling rate,
reusability and percentage of recycled
content.
By making the fees variable, the
European Commission hopes to
offer the right incentives to boost
collection and recycling of flexible
packaging.
And to simplify things further,
one of the Commission’s ideas is to
introduce a harmonised colour code
for waste disposal bags across Europe.
According to the Commission, this
would put an end to consumer
confusion about where the waste
goes and make it easier to trade
sorted waste across borders.
“There may also be an indirect
positive impact on the administration
of extended producer responsibility
fee modulation if certain of its
elements can be addressed in a
harmonised way at EU level,” the
Commission writes in its draft impact
assessment of the PPWD review.
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Circular economy starts with the
right design but it doesn’t end there
By Archana Jagannathan | PepsiCo Europe

[PepsiCo]

T

Archana Jagannathan is the Senior
Director for Sustainable Packaging at
PepsiCo.

snack bags for foods like crisps and
chips, including Walkers, Doritos, and
Lay’s. These are flexible packaging
bags – also known as flex-packs –
which use soft plastic wrapping.
Flexible packaging is highly resourceefficient and cost-effective. It uses
super-fine metal foils, plastic, and
paper laminated to one another
to create pouches, bags and other
pliable containers that have unique
properties, not achievable in a single
material. It is lightweight compared
to other alternative packaging and
has a low carbon footprint. It is also
highly effective at keeping food fresh,
thereby reducing food waste.

One of these steps relates to our

Flexible packaging materials are

he world faces some formidable
environmental
challenges,
from the climate crisis to
plastic waste and deforestation, but
they are not insurmountable. With a
will, and with the right resources, we
can tackle them. This is a task for all
of us, including big companies like
PepsiCo, which sells food and drinks
across the globe. That is why we are
taking steps – across our activities
– to address areas that can make a
difference

designed to be recyclable. While
design for recycling is a critical first
step, it is by no means enough. In
practice, recycling of flexibles does
not happen as much as we would like.
While there are extended producer
responsibility (EPR) schemes in all EU
member states – which we help fund,
most do not have the infrastructure in
place to recycle flexible packaging.
Belgium and Germany have
invested in great sorting facilities
so that flexible packaging placed
in recycling bags are picked out
separately for recycling, but many
other European countries are much
less developed.
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We feel strongly that we must do
more to design flexible packaging
sustainably. That is why we have set
the ambition to use 100% recycled or
renewable plastic in all our crisp and
chip packets by 2030.

easier to recycle, with a simpler
bag structure. The new bags
contain greater proportions
of recyclable plastics like
polypropylene,
commonly
referred to as ‘mono-materials’.
These meet the recycling design
guidelines developed by the
Circular Economy for Flexible
Packaging (CEFLEX) which
have been agreed by a range
of stakeholders active in the
flexible packaging value chain.

That means eliminating virgin
fossil-based plastic in all our crisp and
chip bags, and producing them using
100% recycled or renewable plastic.
The recycled content will be
derived from previously used plastic
and the renewable content will come
from by-products of plants such as
used cooking oil or waste from paper
pulp. Trials will begin in European
markets this year, starting with
renewable content in a Lay’s range
in France, followed by a range from
the Walkers brand in the UK. We
estimate that the switch to fossil fuelfree material will reduce PepsiCo’s
greenhouse gas emissions by 40% per
ton of packaging material.

•

We believe flexible packaging
recycling should be the norm across
Europe. We want our bags to be free of
virgin fossil-based plastic and fit into
a thriving circular economy where
flexible packaging is valued and can
be recycled as a new packet. And we
want a system in place that makes
it easy for consumers and recyclers
to collect and repurpose packaging.
That is why we are working with our
partners to develop the technology
and infrastructure to give used
packaging materials a new life.
•
This is part of PepsiCo Positive, our
strategic end-to-end transformation
towards sustainability. How will we
do it? Our efforts will be based on
investing not just in the right design,
but also the infrastructure and the
right new life for our bags.
•

The right design: we are moving
all our bags to materials that are

The right infrastructure: we
are investing in infrastructure
to give flexible packaging the
chance of a second life and in
advocating for policy changes
that will make that possible.
This includes collaborating
and financing the development
of effective waste collection
systems in Europe and investing
in schemes such as the Flexible
Plastics Fund in the UK and
REFLEX in Poland. We are
also investing in technology
to further scale and improve
sorting and recycling, trialling
smart packaging on several
brands in 2022 in Germany
and France as part of the Holy
Grail 2.0 Digital Watermarks
initiative. We are also working
with partners in the recycling
industry such as Borealis
and TOMRA on advanced
recycling
technologies
for
flexible
packaging.
The right new life: we are
building demand for recycled
content made from flexible
packaging to support its
use more widely. While our
ultimate goal is bag-to-bag, food
contact approved circularity, we
know that recycling to produce
non-food products is a critical
first step in the direction
towards circularity. That’s why

we are also exploring how
to turn packets into plastic
pellets to be remade into
items such as park benches,
floor posts and car parts.
All this is part of our PepsiCo
commitment. But we can’t do it alone.
This is a challenge that we need to
work on together. So we need public
authorities across Europe to help
make packaging recycling the norm.
And we need enabling policies to
create clarity and bring everyone on
board.
That includes European Member
States, which should invest in
recycling infrastructure facilities.
Public policies can help make this a
reality, including measures to make
collection simple and easy. That means
harmonized recycling rules stating the
coloured bins to use so that consumers
are involved in the recycling efforts.
We need this appropriate regulatory
landscape in place so that packaging
never becomes waste.
We
believe
in
sustainable
packaging.
Recyclable
flexible
packaging can be that. It should be the
norm across Europe. These bags can
be part of a thriving circular economy
where they are valued and can be
recycled. We’re already investing in
this. We hope others, including public
authorities, join us in this endeavor.
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