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A sustainability tsunami is heading 
towards the packaging industry
Thomas Reiner | ERA Thessaloniki | September 22, 2021
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Disruption: 
The future cannot be derived from the past!

Source: unsplash | Jeremy Bishop

https://unsplash.com/photos/iftBhUFfecE
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Converters are in deep waters

Source: 1) B+P Consultants (2021); 2) https://www.verpackungswirtschaft.de/news/maerkte/Stimmungsbarometer-unter-Fuehrungskraeften-Verpackungsbranche-Digitaler-Aufschwung-durch-die-Krise-21269 
(Simon Kucher Befragung, 2020)

The future
of plastic
packaging1)

79% 

76%
54% 49%

35% 37%
26%

Where does
uncertainty
come from1)

Uncertainty with
legislations

Investment
insecurity

Substitution
threat or competitive 

pressure

Discovering new
opportunities

Uncertainty about
customer

requirements

Fit of the existing
technology or

product portfolio

Only 12% of converters have formulated a clear sustainability strategy.2)

view sustainability as
an opportunity

88% have only individual strategies or no clear strategy.

Only 3% feel at risk
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Thinking backwards: 
The market dynamics at work in the packaging value chain

Raw 
material 
suppliers
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The consumer no longer looks away

Source: Google Trends (2021)
Picture: "'Our house is on Fire' Greta Thunberg - Melbourne climate strike - IMG_4181" by John Englart (Takver) is licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0 

Plastic waste
Interest over time
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Brand owners must deliver brand promises

Source: Brochure of the brand association, Brand: Label for sustainability, 2010
Berndt+Partner Consultants GmbH – June 2018

Innovation

Sustainability

1850 2050

Quality
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Retailers also fight for their image and set the pace
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NGOs amplify visibility and set frameworks
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Sustainability 
makes waves. 
The third one beats 
everything.

The Green Deal is 
a revolution for 
Europe and makes 
sustainability an 
institution.

Vigilance for 
the environment 
creates growth 
for the economy.

The packaging 
market is facing a 
radical change 
that’s revolution-
izing packaging.

Regulations don’t 
just force you into 
lockdowns, they 
force you into 
action.

The big players are 
shaping the game –
and more and more 
are joining in. 

The progress is 
publicly tracked. 
There is no way 
back.

The future is 
no coincidence, 
but the result of 
a clear strategy.

Packaging 
with vision: 
The strategies are 
already leading to 
concrete solutions.

Innovation is not 
an individual battle, 
but intelligent 
team play.

Explaining the dynamics:
10 Theses

1. 2. 3. 4. 5.

6. 7. 8. 9. 10.
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Sustainability makes waves. 
The third one beats everything.

Source: B+P Consultants (2021)
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Cause: 
Waste
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Cause: 
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The Green Deal is a revolution for Europe 
and makes sustainability an institution.

Source: Illustration based on https://s3.eu-central-1.amazonaws.com/euobs-media/f59cee8cc40a6681861979f55c9a96a0.jpg

Transition to a 
Circular Economy

Financing 
the transition

A zero pollution  
Europe

Farm to Fork

Towards a modernized 
and simplified CAP

Leave no one behind 
(Just Transition)

Clean, reliable and 
affordable energy

Achieving Climate 
Neutrality

Sustainable 
Transport

Preserving Europe's 
natural capital

The transformation of 
agriculture and rural areas

EUROPEAN
GREEN DEAL

2.
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The packaging market is facing a radical change 
that’s revolutionizing packaging.

Source: PACE – Platform for Accelerating the Circular Economy
Illustration based on infographic from https://pacecircular.org/

Project pipeline

Electronics & 
Hardware

Business Models 
and Markets

Food and 
Bioeconomy

PLASTICS

PACE Project

Affiliated project

STAGE 0

• Opportunity 
identified

• Partners interested 
in further discussion 

STAGE 1

• Concept in 
development

• Partners socialise 
concept internally

STAGE 2

• Proposal finalised

• MOUs signed with 
key partners

STAGE 3

• Funding secured

• Formal partner & 
3rd party agree-
ments in place

STAGE 4

• Project team 
mobilised

• Implementation, 
measurement & 
evaluation begins

Urban Bioeconomy
(Project Mainstream)

Plastics Recovery
Systems in ASEAN

Circular Supply 
Chain Accelerator

Scaling Circular 
Procurement

Closing the Loop on
Capital Equipment

Secondary
Material Flows
in China

Circular 
Electronics 
in Africa

Global
Battery
Alliance

We launched a Global 
Commitment to address 
plastic waste and pollution 
at its source.

4.
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PACKAGING DESIGN
by weight of plastic packaging –
reusable, recyclable or compostable, in %

RECYCLED CONTENT
by weight of post-consumer recycled 
content in plastic packaging, in %

REUSABLE PLASTIC PACKAGING
by weight of reusable plastic 
packaging, in %

Nestlé 1%

PepsiCo 0%

Unilever Not reported

The Coca-Cola Company 3%

Mars, Inc. 0%

L'Oréal 1%

Procter & Gamble
AB InBev
JBS
Thyson Foods

Not a Global Commitment Signatory

The big players are shaping the game –
and more and more are joining in. 

Sources: https://newplasticseconomy.org/news/new-plastics-economy-catalysing-action-launch; 
https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/assets/downloads/Global-Commitment-2020-Progress-Report.pdf

66%

79%

50%

99%

26%

30%

2%

4%

5%

9,7%

0%

6,9%

2019 2025 target

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

30%

25%

25%

25%

30%

50%

Progress by FMCGs: Top 10 FMCG companies | Key metrics for the top 10 FMCG companies globally, by revenue 
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The future is no coincidence, 
but the result of a clear strategy.

Goals and their translation into design strategies 

Weight reduction

Elimination of
problematic plastics

Substitution with fibre-based
packaging

Share of reusable packaging 
in the portfolio

100 % recyclable

100 % compostable

Consumer Recyclates (PCR) –
Share of KS packaging

Bioplastics - share of KS 
packaging

Share of reusable packaging in the portfolio

Substitution with fibre-based packaging

Weight reduction

Consumer Recyclates (PCR) - Share of KS packaging

NEW: Reduction of Packaging Carbon Footprint

Elimination of problematic 
or unnecessary plastic 
packaging

Transition from single-use 
to reuse models

100% reusable, recyclable 
OR compostable

Decoupling from the 
consumption of finite 
resources

8.
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Innovation is not an individual battle, 
but intelligent team play.

Holy Grail

Loadstar

Holy Grail

10.
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Industry endorses plan to recycle 
70% of plastic packaging globally

Source: Ellen MacArthur Foundation

Closed-loop recycling
2%

8% Cascaded recycling

4% Process losses

14% Collected for recycling

14% Incineration and/

or energy recovery

40% Landfilled

32% Leakage

78 mio. tonnes

(annual production)

98%
Virgin
feedstock
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Paperisation Examples

System: Rigid Company: Nestlé Industry: Confectionery
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Key questions

How will legislation
develop?

1.

 Acceptance of chemical recycling

 Increase of plastic tax

 Specification for composite

How long will investments 
take to upscale technology 

(money + realization)?

2.

 Paper capacities and barrier 
properties for "plain" paper

 Sorting, collecting and recycling 
technologies for plastics

 Filling equipment

Is "Paper" 
the next to blame?

3.

 Overflowing paper garbage cans 

 Deforestation

 Energy and water impacts

Is growth of population and wealth feasible without flexibles?4.
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How long will waste and climate dominate legislation?

Waste Climate ResourcesLCA HealthExploitation
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Approach change as a significant opportunity!

Clarify need for action1.
 Raising awareness of relevance and urgency in management

 Clarifying short-term need for action

 Examining opportunities and risks

 Reviewing business model and product strategy 

 Customizing product portfolio

Verify future viability
of the business model

2.

Close formal gaps
 Optimizing existing ratings and reporting based on gap analysis

 Identifying further ratings and reports 
3.

Embed sustainability
into the company‘s DNA

 Identifying strengths and weaknesses of the company

 Implementing organizational concept and sustainability program
4.
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