
 

 

 
 

 

 

�

�

����������	
�	�
�
������
����
��  

 

 

 

 

 

 

� ��
����������
����
�
�������� �

� 

�
�	������
��
�� ��������

 

 



 

 

����
����

Introduction ................................................... 1 

K ey points....................................................... 1 

W hy does packaging m atter? ........................ 2 

H ow do we waste?.......................................... 2 

Reduce…   ........................................................ 3 

Reuse, recycle ................................................. 3 

Joined-up innovation .................................... 4 

Food waste ..................................................... 5 

G aps ................................................................ 6 

Future proofing.............................................. 7 

Incentives and lim its ..................................... 7 

Speaker biographies....................................... 9 

A bout the Business Forum .......................... 10 



 

©  Food Ethics Council 2009  www.foodethicscouncil.org��

���������
���

A bout half of the over 10 m illion ton nes 

of packaging that ended up as waste in 

th e U K  in 2006 cam e from  food and 

drin k. The C ourtauld C om m itm ent 

between industry and the governm ent-

backed waste group W R A P last year 

stopped further growth  in  packaging 

an d aim s for absolute reductions by 

2010. R educing packaging and using 

recycled and recyclable m aterials can cut 

costs, reduce natural resource depletion, 

ease pressures on landfill and cut 

greenhouse gas em issions. 

Y et businesses seekin g to reduce 

packaging face an overwhelm ing array of 

choices and m ay question  whether, even 

if they succeed, their actions will be 

en ough . H ow m uch packaging is wasted 

before products reach consum ers? Is less 

always better? C ould closed-loop 

recycling give us green packaging 

forever? H ow im portant to consum ers 

are wider factors such as th e visual 

im pact of packaging waste, eth ical 

objections to wastefulness and unease 

with the industrialisation  of food? 

The M ay 2009 m eeting of the Food 

Ethics C ouncil’s (FEC ) B usiness Forum  

discussed such issues. W e are very 

grateful to M ark B arthel, Special A dviser 

at W R A P, for speaking. The chair was 

Jeanette Longfield M B E , C o-ordinator 

of Sustain: the alliance for better food 

an d farm ing, an d a m em ber of the FEC . 

This report outlines points raised during 

th e m eetin g. C ontributions are not 

attributed. The report was prepared by 

Tom  M acM illan. It does not represent 

th e views of the Food Ethics C ouncil, 

th e B usiness Forum  or their m em bers. 
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� W hile 4.7 million tonnes of food packaging 

were reported in the U K  in 2008, the total is 

higher, because som e packaging falls outside 

reporting requirem ents. 

� Packaging can often be significantly reduced 

with no loss of functionality: 750m l wine 

bottles contain anything between 280g and 

1,002g of glass. 

� Sm all changes can m ake a big difference: 

reducing a cereal carton by the size of a 

matchbox, over a m illion packs, would cut 

out 18 tonnes of m aterial and take 10 

delivery trucks off the road. 

� A round tw o-thirds of U K  packaging is 

recycled. 

� N ew caustic washing processes are bringing 

us closer to closed-loop recycling, allowing 

recycled m aterial to be used for food-grade 

packaging. 

� Packaging can play an im portant role in 

reducing food w aste, which am ounts to 6.7 

m illion tonnes a year in the U K  and has a 

retail value of £10 billion. 

� Challenges facing efforts to im prove 

packaging include to adopt targets that 

balance m ultiple sustainability indicators 

and to tackle packaging waste in food 

service. 

� Policies on packaging and waste reduction 

m ust be equipped to cope with technological 

innovation or changes in consumer 

behaviour that break from  current trends. 

� W hile government efforts on packaging 

focus on win-wins for business and the 

environm ent, the market cannot be relied 

upon to provide incentives for green 

innovation. 
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W e h ave a love-hate relation ship with 

packaging. W e need som e form s of 

packaging for storing an d tran sporting 

food – even loose vegetables, for 

instance, are delivered in crates and 

carried out in  bags. Y et th e function of 

packaging extends far beyond this. It is 

also a m arketing tool. Packaging – or 

even the deliberate absence of packaging 

– sells things. It is used to differentiate 

products, describe them  and m eet legal 

requirem ents on labellin g. If you take 

sales as a yardstick for consum er 

preferences, m ost of us seem  to find 

packaging in credibly appealing. 

H owever, for consum ers, the 

relationship has always been 

bittersweet. A fter all, what sense does it 

m ake for the part of our purchases we 

do not actually consum e to have such a 

strong bearing on our choices? The 

trend over recent decades toward single 

use packaging – plastic instead of glass 

m ilk bottles, for instan ce – has 

contributed to a wider un ease about a 

‘throwaway society’. A nd the visual 

im pact of packagin g waste has also long 

been a cause for public concern. 

This m ay help explain why, as 

en vironm ental concerns h ave risen up 

th e agenda, packaging waste has been 

th e focus of so m uch attention. 

Packaging – and plastic carrier bags in 

particular – has been a greater focus of 

public, political and m edia attention 

th an their m easurable environm ental 

consequences, com pared with other 

priorities, m ight seem  to warrant. The 

production and disposal of packaging do 

have im portant, direct effects on the 

environm ent. It takes energy and scarce 

natural resources to m ake packaging, 

while getting rid of it takes further 

resources, includin g land, and causes 

pollution. Y et there are also trade-offs – 

better food packaging can m ean less 

food waste, reducing the resource use 

and disposal problem s associated with 

food itself.  
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The A dvisory C om m ittee on Packaging 

estim ates that there were nearly 10.8 

m illion ton nes of ‘obligated’ packaging 

in 2008, of wh ich 5.9 m illion tonnes 

entered U K  hom es and 4.7 m illion 

ton nes was food packaging. B usinesses 

that are signed up to the C ourtauld 

C om m itm ent accounted for 3.8 m illion 

ton nes of grocery packaging. 

‘O bligated’ packaging m eans the subset 

of packaging that falls under the 

governm ent’s packaging reporting 

requirem en ts. Sm aller businesses do not 

face this requirem ent. So the total will 

actually be higher than 10.8 m illion 

ton nes but nobody knows by how m uch.  

D ata on h ow consum ers use and dispose 

of packaging and food is increasingly 

detailed. W R A P has studied this in 3,000 

consentin g h ouseholds, and the data in 

its original ‘The Food we W aste’ report 

is soon to be updated. The new research 

includes detailed waste diaries and 

studies of the com position of food 

waste. The study is sufficiently fine-

grain ed that it can even  tell which 

flavours of crisp are m ost likely to be 

thrown away uneaten.  
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W hereas research finds a large gap 

between reported and actual behaviour 

on m any other issues, when it com es to 

waste people generally report th e overall 

am ount they waste fairly accurately. 

They tend to understate h ow m uch 

expensive food they throw away, but 

overstate the quantity of cheap item s. 
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W R A P h as found that m any products 

offer startlin g scope to reduce 

packaging, som etim es yielding m ajor 

savings and other benefits into the 

bargain . 

The range in existing packaging for 

sim ilar products illustrates th is 

poten tial. For exam ple, 750m l wine 

bottles vary in weight from  280g to 

1,002g. The weight of the bottle does 

not correlate with the price of the wine.  

W R A P uses soph isticated technology, 

including trackin g individual bottles in 

real tim e using G PS, to help com panies 

identify and test ways of reducing the 

glass in their bottles without losing 

functionality. In  general, the key to 

achieving ligh ter bottles is to ensure an 

even flow of m aterial within m oulds. 

W ith G rolsch , the beer m anufacturer, 

W R A P identified a new bottle design 

th at was lighter, em bossed (which 

usually increases th e weight of bottles 

by about 10% ) and increased sales. 

It is not only bottles that offer scope for 

reduction. W R A P helped H einz 

reengineer their cans, using less steel, 

saving the com pany about $15 m illion 

worldwide, an d creating a contain er that 

was easier to open. 

R ethin kin g plastic ready-m eal packets 

has also yielded m ajor dividends. W R A P 

found that a brick-sh aped pack could 

reduce the volum e of packaging by 40%  

and reduce cooking tim es in 

m icrowaves. The organisation has also 

developed stand-up bags, wh ich have 

been successfully adopted by A sda. 

In som e cases packagin g can be rem oved 

altogether. In A ustralia, for exam ple, 

organic bananas are differentiated by 

having their tips dipped in coloured wax 

instead of packaging th em  in bags. In 

N ew Z ealand, which  has had a zero-

waste strategy for around five years, 

som e superm arkets have no packaged 

goods, dispensing refills of food and 

other products from  hoppers. A n 

exam ple closer to hom e com es from  

W aitrose, which  offers m ultipacks of a 

snack bound together with  sticky tape 

instead of using an extra bag or box. 

O verall, when you include all the 

different layers of packaging on m any 

food products, even seem ingly sm all 

reductions add up to m ake a substantial 

difference. For exam ple, reducin g a 

cereal carton by the size of a sm all 

m atchbox would, for a m illion  cereal 

packs, cut out 18 tonnes of m aterial and 

take 10 delivery veh icles off the road. 
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Progress is also bein g m ade on 

packaging reuse and recyclin g which , 

with reduction, m ake up the ‘th ree R s’ at 

the heart of m ost efforts to reduce the 

environm ental footprint of packaging.  

The latest figures show the U K  recycles 

about two-thirds of packaging. R ates 
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took a knock in 2008 wh en the dem and 

for recycled m aterial from  em erging 

m arkets slowed, but are now picking up 

again. 

It rem ains unusual to reuse packagin g, 

even glass bottles. H owever, we are 

getting closer to ‘closed loop’ recyclin g, 

in wh ich m aterial can  be reused for the 

sam e purpose rather than  being 

downgraded each tim e it is recycled. A  

new ‘superwashing’ process – a caustic 

wash that rem oves tiny am ounts of the 

packaging surface – allows recycled 

m aterial to be used as food packagin g. 

W R A P’s experim ents show that th is 

process can even con vert non-food grade 

packaging to food grade. A s well as 

reducing the need for n ew m aterial, the 

carbon footprint of food packaging 

recycled in this way is reduced by about 

20% . 

M ost consum ers support recycling and 

com panies that use recycled packaging 

seek to com m un icate this to their 

custom ers. Yet m any people still do not 

recycle their household packaging waste. 

W R A P is working with Tesco on 

autom ated recycling un its that separate 

m aterials on site, m aking it easier for 

people to recycle, and carry out initial 

processing such as crushing cans to 

reduce their volum e. The retailer is now 

experim enting with units that have clear 

fronts, so kids can see the recycling 

happen . Th ese recycling system s are 

costly but increase footfall in the stores 

th at have them . 

A  further area of inn ovation is in 

biodegradable and com postable 

m aterials that are, in effect, recycled 

back into the environm ent. The 

archetypal exam ple m ight be a 

toothpaste box that you could sim ply 

wash  off. In practice we are som e way 

from  that, however. In the U K  we do not 

yet have the infrastructure to collect 

and process the m ajority of plan t-based 

polym ers, which  require industrial 

com posting and do not decom pose in 

garden bins. Indeed, currently, the 

danger is that com postable m aterials get 

into traditional recycling stream s where 

they can  cause serious disruption . 
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A  key to successful innovation  in 

packaging – reaping benefits for the 

environm ent, consum ers and businesses 

– is to consider from  the off how 

consum ers will respond to, use and 

dispose of it. 

C om puter-aided design technologies 

now m ean th at you can brain storm  new 

packaging ideas in the m orning, 

physically synthesise prototype products 

over lunch and h ave narrowed down a 

handful of products to test with 

consum er focus groups by the end of the 

day. So you can get from  a product 

concept on  M onday m orning to 

consum er research on Tuesday and have 

narrowed your option s by W ednesday. 

Exam ples of where consum er research 

and m arketing potential h as played a 

key role in packaging reduction include 

m ilk and pizza. Sainsbury’s and 

W aitrose now sell m ilk in plastic 

pouches, along with refillable jugs that 

act as branded m erchandise. The Iceland 

chain were unsure how consum ers would 

react if they sold frozen pizzas in 

plastic, without outer cardboard boxes; 
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research showed that m ost discarded the 

packaging before putting the pizzas 

intheir freezers in any case. 

W hile there are m any exam ples of 

com panies recognising th at reduced and 

recycled packagin g can  represent a 

m arketin g opportunity, the U K  has been 

less successful at seizing th e econom ic 

opportunities associated with 

processing packaging m aterials in m ore 

en vironm entally friendly ways. M any of 

th e technologies discussed in th is 

report, in cluding autom ated recycling 

units, are im ported to the U K  from  

Scandinavia or Japan . In Scandinavian 

countries, innovation  in  recycling 

system s and the ‘green jobs’ th at go with 

it h ave been supported by m andatory 

deposit system s which generate revenue 

to pay for investm ent in recycling 

infrastructure.  
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A  m ajor factor com plicating efforts to 

cut the environ m ental footprint of food 

packaging is that reducing packagin g can 

som etim es in crease food waste, which 

can m ore th an offset any gains. Indeed, 

achieving gen uine environm ental 

benefits from  reducing, reusing or 

recycling packaging depends on 

understanding how any changes will 

affect labelling, food safety, 

refrigeration an d perish ability.   

A round 6.7 m illion  tonnes of food waste 

are generated in U K  hom es each year, of 

which around 6 m illion  tonnes go to 

landfill. Sixty to seventy percent could 

have been eaten. The retail value of th is 

wasted food is around £10 billion and 

rising – that averages at £610 a year for 

fam ily households. W R A P’s research on 

household waste found th at 4.4 m illion 

whole apples are wasted each day. 

Packaging sizes are one influence on this 

waste. A t present m any foods are 

packaged in am ounts that are too large 

for single-person households, which 

m ake up a growing proportion of the U K  

population. 

Labels on  packaging can  be part of the 

problem  and can contribute to solving 

it. W R A P is currently workin g with  the 

Food Standards A gency to clear up 

public confusion over ‘use by’ (a food 

safety label) and ‘best before’ (a quality 

label), in  an attem pt to reduce the 

volum e of edible food that gets 

needlessly th rown  out once it passes its 

‘best before’ date. 

W R A P has also found that m any 

consum ers do not use fridges as 

effectively as they could to preserve 

food. Som e keep bread in the fridge, for 

exam ple, where it goes stale six tim es 

faster than at room  tem perature. 

M eanwh ile fruit and vegetables, which 

m ostly keep for longer refrigerated, are 

often kept out of the fridge. W hen 

people do put fresh produce in the 

fridge they often rem ove an y packaging, 

which again  decreases shelf-life.  

Furtherm ore, W R A P discovered, we 

generally do n ot keep our fridges cool 

enough. K eeping fridges at the 

recom m ended tem perature would save 

around half a m illion  tonnes of waste a 

year in th e U K , which would m ore than 

m ake up for the additional 

environm ental cost of the refrigeration. 
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O f course, food is not only wasted in the 

hom e, but also during m anufacture and 

retail. Even with chilled ready m eals, for 

exam ple, som e estim ates suggest that, 

in addition to 20%  consum er waste, 

retailers and m anufacturers each  waste 

aroun d 5%  of the product. A ltogether, 

around 440,000 ready m eals are wasted 

every day in the U K . 

R egulatory requirem ents som etim es 

exacerbate food waste in the supply 

chain. If one egg in a box is broken, 

retailers discard the full box rather than 

sim ply replacing it, because they are not 

licensed to repack the eggs. 

C uts in  food waste can be achieved right 

along the supply ch ain  by providing 

consistent, detailed guidan ce. In 

processing, for exam ple, W R A P  finds 

th at businesses generally un derestim ate 

th eir losses from  waste but often act 

when sources of waste – such as 

stoppages in production – are 

highlighted to them . Superm arkets h ave 

found th at providing in-store guidance 

on food storage to com plem ent the 

instructions on packagin g in fluences 

how people store their food at hom e. 

U ltim ately, to achieve m ajor, perm anent 

cuts in the am ount of food we waste, we 

m ay need to re-educate ourselves about 

food and change our relationship with it 

m ore profoundly. Instructions on 

packets are no substitute for experience 

an d understanding. W e need to place a 

higher value on  food and be com fortable 

preparing it.  
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The relationsh ip with food waste 

seriously com plicates efforts to m ake 

packaging better for th e environ m ent. 

The challen ge is m ade tougher still by a 

num ber of gaps in curren t thinking on 

this problem . 

The first relates to targets on packaging 

waste. U n til now m any – including those 

in th e original C ourtauld C om m itm ent – 

have focused on  reducin g the weight of 

packaging. B ut weigh t is not an 

intelligent indicator: in  coffee, for 

instance, it h as helped to justify a m ove 

away from  glass to non-recyclable plastic 

jars. 

The U K  is now m oving to carbon-based 

targets for packaging waste. This is less 

likely to h ave un intended en vironm ental 

consequences, yet it is far from  perfect. 

N ot only do carbon targets fail to take 

account of other en vironm ental 

indicators, but they also ignore social 

issues in sustainable developm ent such 

as livelihoods and jobs. So we urgently 

need a balanced range of indicators. 

A  second, related, gap is in 

understanding and addressing the direct 

environm ental problem s, besides 

clim ate ch ange, associated with 

producing specific types of packaging. 

The dyes, inks, bleaches and coatings 

used in printin g packaging, for exam ple, 

can  be dam aging to the environ m ent. 

O nly a few food com panies have got as 

far as trying to address this.  

A  third gap is catering, or food service. 

In com m on with  m an y other sustain able 

developm ent issues, the focus of policy 

and public attention to food packaging 
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has been on products sold through 

superm arkets. The food service sector 

has a sim ilar turnover to food retail, but 

is m ore com plex and diverse in 

structure, including a large num ber of 

sm all and m edium -sized busin esses that 

have evolved their own ways of 

operating. W ork on food service is 

currently focused on understanding the 

scale of the problem . Estim ates of waste 

from  food service range from  three to 

nine m illion tonnes a year. 
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Even if such  gaps were addressed, would 

th e U K ’s approach to addressing the 

twin problem s of food and packaging 

waste be bold enough? Is there a risk 

th at an approach  that is so heavily 

focused on achieving in crem ental 

reductions and im provem ents in 

recycling com m its us to sustainability 

goals that will at best be too little, too 

late? Indeed, by concentrating 

investm ent on the infrastructure, skills 

an d research needed to achieve these 

increm ental im provem ents, are we 

failing to explore or prepare for 

innovations that could radically change 

th e relationsh ip between packagin g, 

waste and the environm ent?  

O ne area where new technology m ight 

challenge current policies on packaging 

– with regards to waste and food safety 

– is nanotech nology. O ne com pany, for 

exam ple, has developed an  edible 

nanocoating that, sprayed onto fruit, 

stalls ripening and increases shelf-life. It 

offers m any of the benefits of packaging 

but uses very little m aterial and is 

convenient for con sum ers. A s the 

coating decom poses into the 

environm ent, it is an exam ple of so 

called ‘cradle-to-cradle’ technology. 

The challenge facin g nanotechnology is 

to dem onstrate that the exciting and 

som etim es unpredictable properties that 

particles acquire when they are very 

sm all do not render them  unsafe. For 

instance, W R A P  found that in cluding 

nanoparticles of clay in packaging film s 

put fruit into stasis, radically prolonging 

shelf-life, but as th ey could not explain 

the ph enom enon they could not exploit 

it, because of th e risk of un intended 

consequences. 

O f course, technology is not the only 

‘wild card’ in the future of packaging 

and food waste. A nother is consum er 

behaviour. A  m ajor shift towards 

convenience shopping for fresh and 

chilled produce, which m ight be 

influenced by factors as diverse as 

working h ours, plan nin g rules and 

public transport, m ight radically reduce 

the need for both packaging and 

refrigeration in th e hom e. R em em bering 

how recently fridges, superm arkets and 

ready-m eals becam e part of daily life can 

help ensure policies are open to new 

possibilities and resilient to unexpected 

events. 
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M uch of the debate and governm en t 

effort on  food packaging focuses on 

helping businesses seize win-wins, 

where they can m ake a savin g or boost 

sales by im provin g their en vironm en tal 

perform ance. A s we have seen , the 

relationship with food waste, the gaps 
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within current approaches and the need 

to prepare for the unexpected all 

com plicate the task of identifyin g win-

wins, but they do not fundam entally 

change it. 

In closin g, however, it is worth noting 

th at the m arket often can not be relied 

upon to provide incentives for 

en vironm entally friendly inn ovation. 

For a start, other factors than the cost 

of m aterials and poten tial appeal to 

consum ers in fluence packaging. In the 

U SA , for exam ple, food packaging is 

reported to be increasing to 

accom m odate the ever-m ore detailed 

labels and instructions m anufacturers 

feel they need to include in  order to 

m itigate the risk of litigation in the 

event of any problem . 

In th e U K , m eanwhile, m an ufacturers 

who have sought to reduce packaging on 

th eir own products have been frustrated 

to see their efforts cancelled out by 

increases in  the shelf-ready packaging 

dem anded by the superm arkets they sell 

to. Shelf-ready packaging allows the 

superm arkets to reduce staff and 

th erefore represen ts a m ajor savin g for 

th em . H ere, again, com m ercial pressures 

hold back environm ental gains rather 

th an supporting th em . 

C onsum ers face sim ilar constraints. 

W hile m any support recyclin g and waste 

reduction initiatives, and feel they have 

a duty to do their bit, the actual carrots 

and sticks in place to encourage such 

behaviour are m in im al. R ecycling 

cam paigns are asking people to do 

som ething th at is econom ically 

irrational: voluntarily to invest tim e and 

effort in  solvin g a shared problem  in the 

knowledge that som e other people will 

be getting a free ride by not doing their 

bit. 

So should govern m ent do m ore, 

introducing further incentives and rules 

to help align  the m arketplace with 

efforts to reduce waste an d encourage 

recycling? Probably, and perh aps it will. 

B ut there are vested interests in 

stopping it. W hen D efra floated th e idea 

of m andatory recycling, for exam ple, it 

faced heavy lobbying from  the packaging 

industry, which profits from  sin gle-trip 

packaging. 

Indeed, even the food businesses leading 

efforts to reduce waste with in their own 

operations and supply chains h ave little 

incentive to support m easures that 

would cut consum er food waste. The 

bottom  line is th at a 10%  cut in  food 

waste would, if reflected in a 10%  cut in 

consum er purchasing, decim ate their 

industry. 
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Science, a visiting lecturer in sustainable design at the R C A  and a 

m em ber of the Steerin g Board of the C entre for Sustainable 

D esign. H e is also a form er part-tim e Special A dvisor to the U N  

Fram ework C onvention on  C lim ate C hange; and led the 

developm ent of the first international (ISO ) standards on 

greenhouse gas m easurem ent, inventory developm ent, data 

validation and verification . 
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Ethical questions around clim ate change, obesity and new technologies are becom ing 

core concerns for food businesses. W e have launched the B usiness Forum  to help senior 

executives gain expert insights into the big issues of the day. M em bership is by 

invitation only and is strictly lim ited. 

The B usiness Forum  m eets six tim es a year for in-depth discussion over an early dinner 

at a celebrated London restaurant. The forum  m em bers shape the m eeting agenda. 

 

For furth er in form ation  contact:  

D r Tom  M acM illan 

Executive D irector 

Food Eth ics C ouncil 

39-41 Surrey Street 

B righton  B N 1 3PB 

D irect line: +44 1273 766651 

tom@ food eth icscou ncil.org 

w w w .food eth icscouncil.org 
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