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The EU’s circular economy plan 
aims to halve municipal waste 
in the next decade by increasing 

recycling rates. Can companies boost 
the use of recycled plastics in time to 
meet the target?

Plastic has a bad reputation these 
days. From bags to straws to bottles, 
the push has been to phase out the 
use of plastic materials and replace it 
with something else. But this has seen 
varied consumer acceptance.

Though carrying cloth bags to 
the grocery store has now become 
normalised, people have been less 
enthusiastic about uncomfortable 
paper straws and heavy glass bottles.

The EU’s Circular Economy Action 
Plan 2.0, adopted earlier this year 
to update existing plans taking into 
account the Green Deal, lays out a 
plan for a new sustainable product 
policy that will make sure products 
placed on the EU market are designed 
to last longer, be easier to reuse, repair 
and recycle, and incorporate as much 
recycled material as possible instead 
of primary materials.

Cloth, paper and metal obviously 
fit the bill. But given the limits to their 
acceptability, research is going in to 
how to make out everyday plastics 
more sustainable.

“The overarching goal is to really 
rethink the way we are using our 

packaged goods, the best solution 
isn’t to just change from a plastic to a 
paper straw but to change to a reusable 
straw where it’s feasible,” said Joachim 
Quoden, managing director of EXPRA, 
an alliance of European extended 
producer responsibility schemes.

“Then of course for the rest of the 
packaging where it’s not feasible, we 
need to make them recyclable.”

“Just to bash plastics is not the 
useful way forward for our society 
seeing the daily needs of people,” he 
added.

“Is it always beneficial to change 
from plastic to other material? I don’t 
know. Industry is always using plastic 

Continued on Page 5

Chemical recycling will need to emit less than manufacturing with virgin 
materials to be considered ‘green’ [Michael Coghlan / Flickr]

Plastic waste:  
how to square the circle
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for many purposes – to avoid food 
waste for example. So I think we have 
to stop any ideological fighting on 
this but to come back to science and 
understand what makes sense and 
what is more ideology.”

In 2018 the European Commission 
launched a circular plastics alliance, 
with an initial pledge of reaching 10 
million tonnes of recycled plastics 
used in products by 2025. There 
are currently 245 signatories – 
both public authorities and private 
businesses. But there are two major 
hurdles to reaching this goal: 
regulatory obstacles and technical 
challenges.

UNDEVELOPED MARKET

The goal is to have companies 
use less virgin plastic materials in 
their packaging and more secondary 
recycled plastic. But at the moment, 
the cost incentives aren’t motivating 
companies to switch over to the 
latter. “Recycled PET [Polyethylene 
terephthalate] is right now two 
times the cost of virgin PET,” said 
Gabriel Thoumi, head of the plastics 
programme at Planet Tracker, a 
think-tank that has been looking at 
plastic manufacturing.

As a consequence, investment is 
still going into building new virgin 
plastic facilities.

“It’s a race to the bottom. Who 
else is expanding capacity? China, 
India, Thailand, Saudi Arabia, and 
the UAE. As these countries are 
starting to expand their capacity, 
you have overcapacity developing 
in the market. You still have profit 
margins below current averages,” 
said Thoumi.

“So why are investors deploying 
capital into a losing market, into the 
products of the past? Why not just 
deploy the capital into building the 
products of the future, on chemical 
recycling infrastructure and 
improved waste management?” he 
asked.

The result is that the disposable 
plastic items you use every day are 
most likely still virgin. “Currently less 
than half of plastic packaging waste 
is recycled, with most of it going to 
landfill or incineration,” said Laura 
Degallaix, director for environmental 
sustainability at industry association 
FoodDrinkEurope.

“Recycling is an economically 
marginal activity. And there is 
currently not the investment into 
infrastructure and technology to 
solve this problem.”

Jan Huitema, the member of the 
European Parliament responsible 
for the circular economy file, said he 
is including in his report proposed 
regulatory changes that would try to 
fix this incentives problem.

“In our report, we’re mentioning 
several possible ways to overcome 
this. Products need to have a 
mandatory amount of recycled 
material that would increase demand 
for secondary raw materials. The 
other is public procurement. We set 
criteria that recycled content should 
have priority and governments 
shouldn’t only look for the lowest 
price.”

Another option, he says, would 
be ‘CO2 rewarding’: a carbon pricing 
scheme could be set up to reward 
companies for using more recycled 
content in their packaging. “You 

then ask the question, how do you 
measure this? That’s something we 
are mentioning also in our report. 
It’s key to have good indicators using 
lifecycle analysis.”

 RECYCLING CHEMICALLY

The other hurdle is technical. 
Some think that mechanical 
recycling of plastics has reached 
its natural limit, particularly when 
looking at the profit incentives for 
operating these plants.

But recently, new advances 
in chemical recycling are being 
seriously looked at as an alternative 
that could greatly boost the level of 
recycling, because it would provide 
a much more interesting profit 
incentive.

Speaking at a EURACTIV event 
last week, Cristina de Avila, head of 
unit for sustainable chemicals at the 
European Commission, said the EU 
executive is very much interested in 
this technology.

“We welcome innovations in this 
field. Chemical recycling seems to 
be a great opportunity to deal with 
all the unrecycled plastics. But there 
are still a lot of challenges to deal 
with. We need more information on 
the environmental performance of 
these technologies, and also what is 
the actual yield of the processes back 
to plastic. Also a lifecycle approach 
needs to be followed. Chemical 
recycling is a last resort.”

The technique holds the promise 
of isolating toxic substances 
contained in plastics, which are now 
banned in Europe, making it possible 
to retrieve feedstocks that can be 
used to manufacture products which 

Continued on Page 6
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are as good as new.

“All chemicals can be broken 
down to simpler building 
blocks and made into the 
same or different chemicals 
again, even if they are heavily 
mixed or contaminated,” said a 
recent white paper by the Ellen 
McArthur Foundation.

But there are still some 
major safety concerns. “It’s very 
important that the supply chain 
from consumers to recyclers 
to producers should have clear 
info on all the identity of the 
chemicals in the products,” said 
Jesus Urios, a policy analyst 
at the Institute for European 
Environmental Policy.

“This is a requirement in order 
to properly be able to maintain 
quality in recycled materials. At 
the end of the day, if consumers or 
producers don’t think a recycled 
material is going to be as good 
as a virgin raw material, then the 
circular economy won’t happen 
probably.”

Huitema said the safety 
concerns need to be dealt with 
urgently because of the enormous 
potential for chemical recycling 
to overcome the existing price 
and quality concerns about 
secondary plastics.

“Look at soda PET bottles. 
At the moment they’re recycled 
mechanically, but at some point, 
the bottles, especially transparent 
ones, get polluted too much and 
aren’t transparent any more, they 
get a brown colour and that’s not 
nice. But with chemical recycling, 
you can purify that again.”

There are already a number of 
industry initiatives trying to get a 
handle on this issue. Last week, 
Pepsi committed to eliminate all 
virgin plastic from its bottles sold 
in nine EU market by 2022.

The plastics will instead 
come from post-consumer 
packaging (recycled polyethylene 
terephthalate, or ‘rPET’). The 
company estimates that this will 
eliminate over 70,000 tonnes 
of virgin, fossil-fuel based 
plastic per year, and will lower 
carbon emissions per bottle by 
approximately 40%.

But to meet the goal of these 
emerging strategies, everyone 
in the value chain is going to 
have to figure out a way to make 
recycling more efficient and the 
use of secondary materials more 
enticing. Otherwise, the cost of 
more sustainability will have to 
be passed on to the consumer 
– and companies will still be 
hesitant to take the first step.

Continued from Page 5
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Jan Huitema, a Dutch lawmaker 
who is in charge of guiding 
the circular economy strategy 

through the European Parliament, says 
his report will include requirements 
for products to contain a minimum 
amount of recycled material.

The European Commission’s 
Circular Economy Action Plan 2.0, 
adopted earlier this year, will make 
sure products placed on the EU 
market are designed to last longer, 
be easier to reuse, repair and recycle, 

and incorporate as much recycled 
material as possible instead of primary 
materials.

It has fallen to Liberal Dutch MEP 
Jan Huitema to draft the European 
Parliament’s report on the strategy.

Jan Huitema is a Dutch centrist 
lawmaker in the European Parliament 
for the centrist Renew Europe political 
group. He spoke to EURACTIV’s Dave 
Keating.

The circular economy plan has some 
quite ambitious targets, aiming to 
halve municipal waste by 2030. Do you 
think the industry is ready to rise to this 
challenge?

That really depends. I think the 
industries are capable of doing much 
more than they’re doing,  but they’re 
hampered by two barriers: lack of 
competition between secondary 
raw materials and virgin materials, 
and availability of quality recycled 
materials.

Continued on Page 8

Jan Huitema: “Products need to have a mandatory amount of recycled 
material, so that increases the demand for secondary raw materials.” [© 

European Union 2018 - Source : EP]

Jan Huitema MEP: EU must tackle 
price gap between secondary  

and virgin plastics 
B y  D a v e  K e a t i n g  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m
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This year, with the low oil price, 
we can see clearly there’s a big gap 
between those two. We as policy 
makers should really look seriously 
how we can help in that. In our report 
we’re mentioning several possible 
ways to overcome this. First of all, 
products need to have a mandatory 
amount of recycled material, so that 
increases the demand for secondary 
raw materials.

Second, we’ve set a criteria for 
public procurement, that recycled 
content of recycled material should 
have priority in there and they 
shouldn’t only look to the lowest 
price. Also the Commission didn’t 
mention very clearly in their 
strategy the idea of CO2 rewarding. 
We could think about certificates 
[to reward companies for reducing 
CO2 of packaging]. You then ask the 
question, how do you measure this? 
That’s something we are mentioning 
also in our report. It’s key to have 
good indicators, like Lifecycle 
analysis, and a certification system.

We believe it’s necessary to do 
so, and it’s also not completely new 
to have such a system, we have it in 
the EU ETS. If you’re talking about 
circularity, there is no beginning and 
there is no end. You have to reward 
all stakeholders within that loop.

What else do you want to add to the 
Commission’s strategy, and when will 
your report be adopted?

In general we’re focusing more on 
resource efficiency targets, or maybe 
a resource use target or consumption 
target. Some member states, 
including mine, have the ambition to 
halve the use of resources and other 
virgin materials by 2030. That’s all of 
course about prevention and really 
making it clear what the direction 

should be in the future on circularity.

We were supposed to have a vote 
in the environment committee in 
December and then a vote in plenary 
in January. But it’s such a popular 
topic we’ve seen 1,001 amendments 
tabled. So we said we need a little 
more time to come forward with a 
text.

We’re hoping for a committee 
vote in January. We want to give 
the commission good backup and 
support for their strategy,  but we also 
want a politically ambitious report.

Have you seen good examples of 
voluntary company initiatives to 
reduce plastic waste?

Plenty. There are a lot of start-ups 
working together with civil society 
and NGOs, mainly for example on 
new innovations in recycling of 
plastics. We mentioned that in our 
report. Some of them are using 
for example chemicals, which is 
sometimes called chemical recycling. 
The question is how you are doing it. 
Are you using the chemicals just as 
a catalyser, so you’re not using it but 
reusing it?

That’s interesting, I’ve seen 
some startups already bought up 
by huge soda companies. Look at 
soda PET bottles. At the moment 
they’re recycled mechanically, but 
at some point the bottles, especially 
the transparent ones, get polluted 
too much and aren’t transparent any 
more, they get a brown colour and 
that’s not nice. But with chemical 
recycling you can purify that again.

Is chemical recycling safe?

We need to do the same as 
what you’re doing with most of the 
chemical legislation. We don’t need 

to reinvent the wheel. You’re working 
with chemicals, that’s nothing new, 
so that legislation has to apply.

There’s no single innovation 
called chemical recycling, there’s 
many different types. Some are not 
very desirable. Others are very clean 
because chemicals are reused or 
they’re using less harmful chemicals. 
There it would be good if you would 
make some sort of legislation with 
experts to find some sort of lifecycle 
analysis to find the benefit of 
recycling.

If there’s a risk to environment 
and human health you can say we 
shouldn’t use those here, but other 
times we should say it’s good to use 
those and it would be a shame to not 
allow them, because the alternative 
is those plastics go to landfill or are 
incinerated because they can’t be 
recycled. There’s a trade-off there.

Is the Commission plan focused 
enough on reuse?

No, I don’t think so. Of course 
they’re mentioning it, and of course 
it’s more concrete to talk about 
circularity in recycling. But indeed 
I think we should have a discussion 
also about our economy. It’s now very 
much a product-owning economy, we 
should think about how we can move 
to a more lease economy.

That’s a difficult one also for me. It’s 
quite abstract in how you do this, but 
we need a political discussion on this. 
What the commission does mention 
is they’re focusing on durability of 
products, setting requirements for 
that and for repairability, for design 
so the products can be reused or 
components can. That’s massively 
important at beginning to prevent 
waste.

Continued from Page 7
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Deposit return and extended 
producer responsibility 
schemes are everywhere in the 

EU but have very different rules. Does 
this present a barrier to meeting the 
EU’s recycling objectives?

In Brussels, capital of the European 
Union, EU officials must remember to 
put their plastic waste in a blue bag, 
their paper waste in a yellow bag, and 
their residual waste in a white bag.

But if that official is German, they 
must remember to do precisely the 
opposite when they’re in their home 
capital of Berlin – where yellow is for 
plastic and blue is for paper.

The reason is that though the EU 
has requirements that municipalities 
and product producers share 
responsibility for recycling collection 
across the union, how they design 
those systems is up to national and 
regional authorities. But this is a 
situation the European Commission is 
looking to change.

“At the moment there are different 
bags and different rules for collecting 
the different streams of waste,” Mattia 
Pellegrini, a senior official at the 
European Commission’s environment 
directorate, told a EURACTIV event 
in Brussels in September. As a result, 
“many things that are recyclable 
end up in the residual bin” because 

people often get confused and end up 
throwing litter in the wrong bag.

“By having this harmonised colour-
coding, this would also facilitate 
pan-European campaigns” aimed at 
informing consumers, Pellegrini said, 
adding this may appear in the planned 
revision of the EU’s packaging waste 
directive, expected to be proposed by 
June of next year.

However Joachim Quoden, 
managing director of EXPRA, an 
alliance of European extended 
producer responsibility schemes, says 
the colour of the bags is the wrong 
focus.

Continued on Page 5

The European Commission is considering a harmonised colour code for 
bin bags as part of an upcoming package of green legislation due in June 

2021. [Nazri Yaakub / Shutterstock]

Blue, yellow or white? Recycling 
varies widely in the EU 
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“My question is whether that 
would solve the real problem, or is 
that just addressing the needs of 
someone who moves from Finland 
to Greece,” he says. “In Germany for 
example we’ve invested 30 years and 
billions of euros to convince people 
to put their plastic in the yellow bag, 
and in Belgium for 28 years they’ve 
been told to put it in the blue bag.

“You would have to convince 
either the Germans or the Belgians to 
change.”

Rather than changing the 
practices of those countries where 
recycling is developed, he says, 
efforts should be made for those 
countries where it’s not.

“Some EU countries don’t 
even have a functioning waste 
management system for residual 
waste, they are the challenge. For 
them it doesn’t make any difference 
whether the bin is blue or yellow or 
purple, as long as they actually have 
a bin where they can separate their 
waste.”

The more important element of 
the revision, he says, will be whether 
the obligations of producers are 
strengthened. Because it isn’t just 
the bag colours that differs – it’s the 
entire structure of who pays for and 
organises recycling.

The rules governing waste 
management will have to be clarified 
if the EU is to meet the 90% separate 
collection target for plastic beverage 
bottles by 2029 target set in the EU 
Single-Use Plastics Directive.

PRODUCER 
RESPONSIBILITY

Extended Producer Responsibility 
(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 
all packaging.

24 of the 27 EU member states 
already have EPR in place for 
packaging – all except Hungary, 
Croatia and Denmark who fund 
collection through taxation instead.

“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,” explains Quoden. “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.”

But different EU countries have 
chosen to implement very different 
EPR systems. While countries in 
Northern Europe have tended to make 
producers responsible for collection, 
countries in Southern Europe have 
tended to keep operations entirely in 
the hands of municipalities and have 
producers pay them a fee. And that 
fee can vary enormously.

“Up till now we’ve had countries 
where industry only needs to 
contribute a tiny part, and others 
where industry is paying the full 
costs,” says Quoden. “On that, I expect 
to see more harmonisation. But on 
the operations, that will continue to 

strongly depend on the power and 
engagement of local authorities.”

One possible change in the 
directive that would further 
incentivise producers to make their 
products easier to recycle is to have 
their EPR contributions vary based 
on their product design. Right now, 
everyone pay the same regardless 
of how hard their products are to 
recycle.

“At the moment the solidarity 
between all the companies using 
the same packaging is very strong, 
but the next step that is coming now 
is the so-called eco-modulation of 
fees, where the individual design of 
the company is more in the focus,” 
says Quoden. “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.”

He adds that he expects to see a 
target that says from 2030 companies 
can only out packaging on the market 
that is truly recyclable. “A real test is 
whether we’re able to collect and sort 
the packaging, and if there’s a market 
for the sorted material.”

DEPOSIT RETURN 
SYSTEMS

Another possible tool to meet 
the EU’s recycling targets is deposit 
return schemes (DRS). Several 
EU countries have such schemes 
in place, where consumers are 
incentivised to recycle by paying a 
deposit when they buy a product and 

Continued on Page 11
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receiving it back when they drop it off 
at a collection point.

Germany, for instance, has a €0.25 
deposit for plastic bottles which 
consumers receive back when they put 
the bottles into a recycling machine, 
which can be found at any grocery 
store.

It’s a different approach than 
EPR, and has the benefit of yielding 
high return rates in a separate ‘clean’ 
stream for PET beverage bottles, 
thereby guaranteeing a closed loop 
and enabling a higher use of recycled 
content. However, there are also 
disadvantages to this system, such as 
a perceived rise in the cost of products 
to consumers – even if they do get the 
money back.

There are also concerns that such 
systems don’t encourage reuse. “For 
us the big question now is whether 
deposit schemes will be designed and 
implemented in the waste hierarchy, 
focusing primarily on prevention and 
reuse alongside refillable quotas for 
instance, rather than only on recycling 
and separate collection,” said Larissa 
Copello de Souza from the campaign 
group Zero Waste Europe who spoke at 
a EURACTIV event in September.

Still, deposit schemes are much 
faster and easier to set up than EPR 
schemes, because they don’t require 
infrastructure. The system relies on 
the citizens to bring back the bottles 
themselves. This could make them an 
attractive option for those countries 
which will struggle to meet the EU 
recycling targets.

“We have a very big difference in 

the collection performance of plastic 
bottles from one country to another,” 
said Philippe Diercxsens, environment 
manager at Danone Waters. “And if a 
country in 2025 hasn’t reached 77% 
collection, then that country clearly 
needs to ask themselves the question 
to very quickly introduce a deposit 
refund scheme to have the chance to 
reach that 90% objective in 2029,” he 
said at the EURACTIV event.

Whether it’s through EPR or DRS, 
plenty of EU member states have a lot 
of catching up to do if they’re going to 
meet the 2029 target on plastic bottles, 
along with the union’s other recycling 
targets. Further guidance from the 
Commission will be welcome, whether 
or not it decides to wade into the 
thorny issue of which colour should be 
used for recycling collection.

Continued from Page 10
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Companies doing business in 
Europe may soon have to ensure 
their packaging contains a 

minimum amount of recycled plastic. 
But getting their hands on quality 
recycled materials in sufficient 
quantity is currently difficult.

When it comes to packaging, 
it seems like using secondary raw 
materials should be a no-brainer for 
companies. Rather than having to 
secure virgin raw materials, having 
access to the material you’ve already 
used in your packaging in order to 
make new packaging would be much 
easier.

That may be how it should work 
in theory, but today that’s not how 
it works in practice. Europe is not 
recycling enough plastic packaging 
to meet the demand for secondary 
raw materials. And that which is 

being recycled is often prohibitively 
expensive.

“Recycled PET [Polyethylene 
terephthalate] is right now two 
times the cost of virgin PET,” says 
Gabriel Thoumi, head of the plastics 
programme at Planet Tracker, a think-
tank that has been looking at plastic 
manufacturing.

Part of the reason, he says, is that 
investment is still being made in 
virgin plastic production facilities 
rather than recycling facilities. And 
while downstream users of packaging 
like consumer goods companies, are 
eager to be using secondary plastics 
from recycling, the demand isn’t being 
met.

“If you’re a packaging company, 
you’re hiding in plain sight and you 
don’t want anyone to know your 

name,” Thoumi says. “You don’t want 
activists to be engaging with you. 
You can blame ExxonMobil, they’re 
upstream. Or you can blame fast-
moving consumer goods companies, 
they’re downstream. The packaging 
companies buy their plastics resins 
and they form the resins into hundreds 
of thousands of products. It’s a low 
margin business.”

“So these companies, the Tescos, 
the large brands, they need to come 
together and say we must eliminate 
plastic packaging together, and the 
packaging that we do use needs to be 
simplified and standardised so it can 
be recycled.”

COMPANY ACTION

The market, says Thoumi, is 
experiencing a distortion if consumer 
goods companies want to use 

Continued on Page 13

Plastic ready to be recycled in the yard of a company specialising in 
ecological treatments. [Moreno Soppelsa/Shutterstock].

Plastic waste: what’s new is old
B y  D a v e  K e a t i n g  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m
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secondary raw materials but external 
factors are discouraging it. He says 
funding mechanisms or targets 
could help solve this.

That’s where the EU has recently 
gotten involved. This year the 
European Commission launched a 
circular economy action plan which 
floats the idea of requiring packaging 
to have a minimum amount of 
recycled content. And Jan Huitema, 
the Dutch MEP who is in charge of 
the file in the European Parliament, 
is planning to add an explicit call for 
such a requirement in his report.

Further regulatory clarification 
could come in an upcoming 
sustainable products policy from the 
European Commission. Speaking at 
a Euractiv event earlier this week, 
Paola Migliorini, the Commission’s 
point person for sustainable 
production, products and 
consumption, said that packaging 
will be included in this policy, and it 
will be coordinated with the revision 
of the packaging waste rules. “You 
need to see the sustainable product 
policy framework as a puzzle where 
different initiatives come in and 
bring different elements”.

“The ongoing impact assessment 
for revision is looking into the option 
to make all packaging reusable and 
recyclable by 2030,” she added. “We 
need to look into reducing the use of 
certain materials. But depending on 
the applications and labelling that 
does with it, we’re also looking into 
reducing over-packaging and the 
overall packaging waste generation. 
We’ll look into also some of the 
targets. We will have hopefully some 
elements that will make recycled 
content mandatory.”

Already, the prospect of looming 
targets has spurred quite a lot of 
voluntary commitments from 
businesses in Europe, more so than 
has been the case in other markets 
such as the US. For instance, the 
industry association PlasticsEurope 
has set a goal of reaching 60% re-use 
and recycling for plastics packaging 
by 2030, increasing to 100% by 2040.

Last week, PepsiCo committed 
to a much faster timeline, switching 
its plastic beverage bottles over to 
100% recycled plastic in nine EU 
markets by 2022. The secondary 
raw materials will be recycled from 
post-consumer packaging such as 
recycled polyethylene terephthalate 
(rPET). For Europe as a whole, 
PepsiCo set a goal in 2018 of getting 
to 50% rPET usage across the EU by 
2030. This year it reached 30%.

Silviu Popovici, CEO of PepsiCo 
Europe, says these first markets 
are just the start in the EU. “We will 
also look to go further and faster in 
other European markets where the 
conditions allow.”

The emissions savings from these 
types of switchovers could be quite 
significant. PepsiCo estimates that 
the move to 100% rPET for pepsi 
bottles will eliminate over 70,000 
tonnes of virgin, fossil-fuel based 
plastic per year, and will lower 
carbon emissions per bottle by 
approximately 40%.

But of course, the company 
can’t do it on its own. It works in an 
ecosystem with packaging makers, 
recyclers, collectors, retail and 
consumers. “Collaboration between 
all stakeholders across the EU is 
central to this issue,” Popovici says. 
“Working with policy makers and 

waste management systems, we 
need to collect more bottles so that 
plastic needs never become waste.”

MEETING THE NEED

If these companies are going 
to meet their recycled content 
goals, that will require an increase 
in recycling. The first step will be 
increasing collection. For that, more 
recycling infrastructure is needed – 
and more money to fund it.

Currently almost all EU 
countries have Extended Producer 
Responsibility Schemes which mean 
companies that make products are 
responsible for collecting the plastic 
waste they generate. But how this is 
done varies enormously within the 
union. The European Commission is 
going to propose a revision to the EU’s 
packaging waste directive next year, 
and may propose a harmonisation of 
these schemes in order to increase 
collection.

That revision may also contain 
new incentives for companies to 
use secondary raw materials in 
their packaging, explains Joachim 
Quoden, managing director of 
EXPRA, an alliance of European 
extended producer responsibility 
schemes. “At the moment the 
solidarity between all the companies 
using the same packaging is very 
strong, but the next step that is 
coming now is the so-called eco-
modulation of fees, where the 
individual design of the company is 
more in the focus.”

“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 

Continued on Page 14
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may differentiate between the best 
performers and the worst.”

Once collection can be increased, 
then comes the technical challenges 
of how to recycle it. Some think that 
mechanical recycling of plastics has 
reached its natural limit, particularly 
when looking at the profit incentives 
for operating recycling plants. But 
recently, new advances in chemical 
recycling are being seriously looked 
at as an alternative that could greatly 
boost the level of recycling, because 
it would provide a much more 
interesting profit incentive.

Speaking at a EURACTIV event 
last week, Cristina de Avila, head of 
unit for sustainable chemicals at the 
European Commission, said the EU 
executive is very much interested in 
this technology.

“We welcome innovations in this 
field. Chemical recycling seems to 
be a great opportunity to deal with 
all the unrecycled plastics. But there 
are still a lot of challenges to deal 
with. We need more information on 
the environmental performance of 
these technologies, and also what is 
the actual yield of the processes back 
to plastic. Also a lifecycle approach 
needs to be followed. Chemical 
recycling is a last resort.”

REGULATORY BARRIERS

Companies have complained that 
it isn’t just the distorted market that’s 
making the use of recycled materials 
in packaging difficult. There are also 
regulatory contradictions that can 
make things difficult. For instance, 
the Single Use Plastics Directive says 
you need to have a certain amount of 
recycled content, but there are strict 
limits to what recycled materials you 

can put in packaging.

The restrictions are particularly 
severe for food packaging, because 
of concerns over whether these 
materials could harm food. This 
barrier exists both for materials that 
have gone through chemical recycling 
and those which have gone through 
mechanical recycling.

Jan Huitema, the Dutch MEP, says 
he is aware of these concerns and has 
raised the packaging limits issue in his 
report for the European Parliament. 
“In a broad and general way, we’ve said 
we need to have a review of existing 
legislation,” he says.

“One big example is that in 
some member states you even get 
a subsidy for incinerating biomass 
or other materials, while there are 
some start-ups and other enablers 
that say, ‘hey, that biomass that’s 
going to incineration, I can use that 
as a valuable source of secondary raw 
material’. But they’re de-stimulated 
because of subsidies given for 
incineration.”

Another regulatory barrier that 
needs to be dealt with, he says, is 
the lack of appropriate end-of-waste 
criteria at EU level, which defines 
what is waste and what isn’t.

“I would say the low-hanging fruit 
that we should action ASAP is setting 
end-of-waste criteria. There’s a lot of 
material that we still consider as waste 
but with the latest technology even 
those materials can be recycled. The 
Commission has a mandate to come 
forward with end-of-waste criteria, 
they got it via implementing acts. So 
they should do that now.”

It will take collective action 
from companies, recyclers, waste 

collectors, packaging manufacturers, 
governments and consumers to 
change the makeup of the plastic 
products we use every day. The 
European Commission is hoping that 
the upcoming strategy revisions will 
help make this happen.

Continued from Page 13
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[PepsiCo]

The world has managed to 
recycle enough plastic since 
the 1950s to equal the weight 

of 88,000 Eiffel Towers. Pretty 
impressive. The bad news is this is 
less than one-tenth1 of the 8.3 billion 
tonnes2 of plastic produced over the 
last seven decades.

Paul Campbell is senior vice president 
for supply chain Europe at PepsiCo 
Europe.

TACKLING PLASTIC 
WASTE

We all know that reducing the 
use of new or ‘virgin’ plastic is a 
vital part of protecting our planet 
and mitigating climate change. 
Producing one Pepsi MAX bottle 
from 100% recycled plastic lowers its 
carbon footprint by 40% compared 
to new plastic, for example. So, the 
importance of reducing plastic use, 
improving recycling and eliminating 
waste cannot be overstated.

My job is to improve the whole of 
our supply chain at PepsiCo in Europe. 
Over the years, I’ve seen numerous 
efforts to tackle the issues surrounding 
plastic waste, from innovations to 
improve recycled plastic to industry-
wide campaigns to curb littering and 
encourage recycling.

Now, with the Single-Use Plastics 
Directive and other legislation setting 
ambitious targets for reducing plastic 
waste, the food and drink industry and 
policy-makers need to act in concert to 
deliver a step-change in the way we,

88,000 Eiffel Towers  
nowhere near enough…

P R O M O T E D  C O N T E N T

DISCLAIMER: All opinions in this column reflect the views of the author(s), not of EURACTIV Media network.
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in Europe, use, re-use, recycle and 
re-invent plastic and packaging.

LEADING THE WAY IN 
RECYCLED PLASTIC

At PepsiCo, sustainability is at 
the top of our agenda. It’s why we’re 
working hard to ensure 100% of 
our packaging will be recyclable, 
compostable or biodegradable 
by 2025.  It is also why we’ve just 
announced that we will move to use 
100% rPET bottles for our Pepsi brand 
in nine European countries over the 
next two years. Germany, Poland, 
Romania, Greece and Spain will 
switch to 100% rPET in 2021, while 
France, Great Britain, Belgium and 
Luxembourg will be at 100% rPET in 
2022.

This is a significant advance on 
our previous goal of 50% rPET usage 
in our bottles across the EU by 2030.

Our new commitment is 
only possible due to innovative 
breakthroughs in the use of recycled 
plastics in carbonated drink bottles. 
And it is underpinned by PepsiCo 
committing to make significant 
investment to purchase the more 
costly-recycled plastic.

The scale of this commitment is a 
first for the company and our industry.

HOW DOES POLICY FIT IN?

However, while we are leading 
the way with this pledge, we also 
need to understand the effects of 
key policy frameworks on the whole 
supply chain. What systems need to 
be in place to tackle plastic waste? 
What more can be done to encourage 
recycling so that we have the materials 
to work from in the first place? And 
how can we all work together to 
achieve this?

Call it professional distortion, 
but I would start at the first step of 
the supply chain, the raw materials 
level. At present, there is a mandatory 
recycled content for bottles as laid out 
in the Single-Use Plastics Directive. 
But this means we need a robust 
policy to facilitate a strong market for 
secondary raw materials and one that 
is not restricted by national borders. In 
simple terms, we need access to high 
grade rPET in order for this to happen, 
and unfortunately today there simply 
isn’t enough high-quality recycled 
material available within the EU, let 
alone at national level.

EFFECTIVE AND 
EFFICIENT RECYCLING IS 
KEY

With this in mind, we need EU 
and national rules that encourage 
and enable the optimum collection of 
post-consumer packaging – whether 
kerbside through Extended Producer 
Responsibility (EPR) schemes or 
through Deposit Return Schemes 
(DRS).

At present, DRS achieve the 
highest rates of separate collection 
of plastic bottles – around 90%3 in 
Europe. We want to ensure that any 
new similar schemes are rooted in 
seven fundamental pillars. These 
include being focused on giving 
the public easy access, ensuring 
availability to recycling points along 
with communicating effectively with 
the general public. Such schemes 
should also operate on a non-profit 
basis with direct participation of 
industry, have good cost control and 
transparent governance.

Extended Producer Responsibility 
schemes have been the key success 
factor of the EU’s global lead in 
recycling rates for packaging. As 
with DRS, we need transparent, non-

profit systems and fees that are set at 
a level that encourages recycling of 
all packaging, offering incentives to 
those that make real efforts to recycle 
and reuse.

Lastly, in order for this to really 
work, there is a need to iron out 
inconsistencies in anti-litter policy 
across EU countries to ensure the 
proper disposal of waste. For example, 
it needs to be easier for consumers 
to identify what can be recycled and 
offering education on why recycling 
is so important.

If we work across the supply chain 
collaboratively with policymakers 
to address how to increase recycling 
rates across the EU, we can achieve 
and exceed the standards set out in 
the Single-Use Plastic Directive.

At PepsiCo, we will make sure we 
play our part.

Continued from Page 15
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FURTHER READING

 
1 “10 Plastic Pollution Facts 
That Show Why We Need To Do More 
“ - Global Citizen

2  “More than 8.3 billion tons 
of plastics made: Most has now been 
discarded” - Science Daily

3 “Deposit Return Systems: an 
effective Instrument towards a Zero 
Waste Future” - Zero Waste Europe
 

https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/plastic-pollution-facts/?gclid=CjwKCAiA5IL-BRAzEiwA0lcWYjL5Sr9WEHazUeZYa9SwgBYOTSGon-9tnarc5hC2cnLp9PK1hWrTCxoCTHcQAvD_BwE
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https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2017/07/170719140939.htm#:~:text=2-,More%20than%208.3%20billion%20tons%20of%20plastics,Most%20has%20now%20been%20discarded&text=Summary%3A,environment%2C%20according%20to%20a%20study
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