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INCPEN’S VIEW ON DEFRA’S PACKAGING STRATEGY, 

“MAKING THE MOST OF PACKAGING” 
OVERVIEW 
 
INCPEN welcomes the Strategy’s recognition that packaging plays an important role in modern life, protecting 
food and other goods and avoiding spoilage and damage in the supply system. 
 
Delicate electrical and electronic equipment is shipped across the world and consumers expect it to work first 
time they take it out of the box; they expect fresh fruit and vegetables from the supermarket to be in perfect 
condition – which isn’t always the case when they are bought “loose”. 
 
Packaging cannot be considered in isolation from the product or its role in minimising damage and spoilage. Its 
environmental impact is typically small compared with the impact of products.   
 
More than half the world’s population now lives in urban environments.  They rely on complex supply chains to 
produce, package and deliver food and other goods. Packaging is so fundamental to the way we live that 
inevitably, the number of packaging units sold continues to rise.  Nevertheless, the packaging and packaged goods 
sector has progressively reduced the amount of material used per pack, and has helped ensure that more and 
more used packaging is diverted away from the waste stream into recycling. 
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INCPEN and its members are not complacent, and are aiming for continual improvement in performance.  As the 
Strategy points out, many businesses are not only continuing to reduce the amount of packaging they use but are 
reviewing everything they do in terms of overall sustainability. 
 
CARBON ACCOUNTING METHODOLOGY  
The Strategy states (Annex D) that the methodology “excludes the beneficial effects of using packaging to extend 
the life/preserve the quality of food and drink, and also excludes consumer-related impacts (eg transport to shop, 
refrigeration etc.)” 
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It also states that the figures used for the carbon levels for each packaging material are based on a carbon 
methodology devised in the Netherlands by consultancy CE Delft for the Dutch Environment Ministry.     
 
INCPEN view 
A methodology that excludes the reason for the existence of packaging must be questionable.  
 
The CE Delft study “Environmental Indices for the Dutch packaging tax”, was widely criticised when it was 
published in November 2007.   The study itself cautioned that the carbon scores cannot be used on their own to 
measure the environmental impact of packaging because a kilogram of a heavier material makes fewer packs 
than a kilogram of a lighter material.   
 
It explained that the study was done in a very short space of time and recommended that it be refined in 2009, 
including incorporating:  

 environmental differences in the use phase between different types of packaging, particularly in product 
spoilage and storage requirements 

 differences between production sites 
 
Now the Netherlands Packaging Centre (Netherlands Verpakkingscentrum)  has concluded that the Dutch 
packaging tax is not sustainable for two reasons.  Since it was introduced in January 2008, the tax has been 
“simplified” by special terms being agreed between the tax office and different supply chain sectors.  This has led 
to huge administrative complexity and challenges from the competitions authority because only companies who 
belong to a trade body are entitled to the special terms.  
 
The second reason is that the CE Delft study took no account of the relationship between the product, the supply 
chain, consumer requirements and the packaging.  
 
INCPEN therefore believes that the CE Delft study is not a sensible starting point for the UK Packaging Strategy.   
The Strategy states that the Dutch methodology has been amended to include UK specific data on landfill, energy 
mix and recycling but CE Delft warns that its study was rushed and its approach and data needs improvement.    
 
INCPEN recommendation 
INCPEN recommends that either a more reliable methodology and source of core data be identified or the 
process of defining a methodology for measuring the carbon impacts of packaging be postponed until there is a 
better, ideally global, agreement on how to do it. 
 
CARBON METRICS 
The Strategy says that no single indicator can holistically cover all environmental impacts – ideally, target systems 
would cover all of the main aspects of life cycle assessment – but it asserts that “in many cases, carbon can be a 
good proxy for other environmental impacts and could strike a balance between coverage, simplicity and cost.”  
Also, the same unit of measurement could be used for the packaging and for its contents.   
 
It is even suggested that there might be an overall carbon target for packaging, shared out among producers, 
along the same lines as the EU Emissions Trading Scheme.   
 
INCPEN view 
Carbon targets for packaging would surely be disproportionate to the environmental impact of packaging.  On 
balance packaging has a positive environmental impact in protecting over ten times more resources than it uses 
and preventing far more waste than it generates.  In addition there are already sufficient drivers, including the 
two packaging laws, in place to stimulate continuous improvement. 
 
Carbon footprinting is a sub-set of LCA, and all the problems with LCA apply to carbon footprinting too.  Like LCAs, 
carbon calculations help companies benchmark their own performance and identify where improvements can 
best be made, but when the whole lifecycle is considered rather than an individual company's part of it, all sorts 
of errors will creep in. 
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Is reliable, relevant, consistent and up-to-date data available?  Very few products are sourced entirely from one 
country.  Choices have to be made on system boundaries and assumptions made on how various impacts are to 
be allocated – these have always distorted LCA findings and considerations of national interest will distort the 
results even more. The national energy mix is far more influential than any decisions individual producers or 
consumers can make – for example, the French electricity grid gets 80% of its power from nuclear plants whereas 
the UK gets less than 20%.  
  
It is clear that carbon footprints will mostly be calculated from publicly-available databases showing average 
values.  If most of the carbon calculation is derived from averages that will not provide manufacturers with any 
additional incentive to improve the environmental performance of their particular products. 
 
Many big manufacturers and retailers are already monitoring their own carbon footprints for key products.  We 
believe that rather than collecting information on carbon emissions throughout the supply chain, companies with 
the resources to do so should be encouraged to keep monitoring their own operations, aim for continuous 
reductions in carbon content and report the results on a regular basis. 
 
Companies also need to be aware of the environmental impact of their products and packaging from sourcing 
materials, through the supply chain, use, waste treatment and final disposal.   
 
This can be achieved by keeping in regular contact with suppliers, customers, local government, waste 
management sector and reprocessors through involvement in organisations, such as PRAG – Packaging Resources 
Action Group.  This will flag up opportunities for real, not theoretical, improvement.  In contrast, calculating the 
carbon emissions at all stages may hide opportunities behind theoretical data and averages. 
  
INCPEN recommendation 
If the purpose of measuring carbon content is to reduce it, there is no need for comparability, and thus no need 
for a common methodology for measurements.  If we must have targets, then companies should just be set a 
target to reduce their environmental impact and left to make their own decisions on the best way to do that. 
  
Public policy on carbon footprinting should focus on identifying hot-spots with a particularly high carbon footprint 
and potential for major reductions and applying pressure there.  Packaging is unlikely to be a hot-spot. 
 
PACKAGING ECO-DESIGN 
 
The Strategy says that optimised packaging will be achieved when  

 packaging is designed in line with sustainability principles, and with re-usability, recyclability or recovery in 
mind – as standard; 

 real reductions in packaging are delivered and maintained over time, under existing and new voluntary 
agreements;  and 

 market innovation and development meet the growing demand for re-useable and recycled packaging, across 
all types of packaging – primary, secondary and tertiary. 

 
INCPEN view 
We can see what is intended here, but it is a rather static vision.  The keynote is sustainability – a continuous drive 
towards minimising or eliminating negative impacts while maximising the environmental, social and economic 
benefits that packaging generates.  Everything else is a means to that end. 
 
As the Strategy notes when discussing carbon metrics, environmental improvement is a constant series of 
tradeoffs.  Using reusable or more easily recyclable materials or increasing recycled content will sometimes 
improve performance, but in some circumstances or for some materials it will add to packaging weight and 
increase fuel consumption during the distribution phase.   
 
Most major companies are looking to find the right balance for their particular businesses, and while some 
combination of re-use, recyclability and other forms of recovery will generally be part of the mix, they may not 
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necessarily be the most important driver.  Reducing the amount of material used will almost certainly bring about 
environmental improvements, but only so long as it does not lead to increased product losses.  
 
Also, company commitments and sectoral agreements are not the only way of getting results.  Given the 
industry’s high level of environmental awareness and its track record over the years, we are not convinced that 
packaging needs as much micromanagement as the Strategy envisages.  
 
INCPEN recommendation 
The way forward is for the packaging and packaged goods sector to make a broad commitment to: 
 

 reduce the environmental impact of products and packaging in whatever way is most appropriate for 
specific operations and products, and 

 

 make periodic progress reports to the government on what is planned for the next phase and what was 
achieved in the last phase. 

 
This would give signatories flexibility to decide how best to make improvements.  It would broaden their efforts 
to include other environmental issues (water conservation for example) as well as social and economic issues, and 
would reduce the burden of data collection.  Obviously we would hope that WRAP would continue to offer 
guidance and support. 
  
MANDATORY RECYCLED CONTENT  
 
INCPEN view   
We are concerned at the suggestion that the UK might support reviewing existing EU measures to include 
mandatory targets on recycled content.  There is a long tradition of using recycled materials in the manufacture of 
new packaging where this results in reduced cost and environmental impact, but imposed minimum levels of 
recycled content would be difficult to measure, impossible to police, could lead to fraudulent claims and would 
restrict the range of market opportunities. 
 
The Strategy says that the maximum recycled content technically achievable will vary for different applications, 
but the maximum technically achievable is not necessarily the optimum in practice.  Much effort has been put 
into producing materials for packaging that are consistent, as thin as possible (source reduced) and of guaranteed 
high quality.  Imposed product specifications that demand the use of minimum levels of recycled materials would 
go in the opposite direction. 
 
The concept of a "closed loop" where a product is constantly recycled back into itself may result in a reduced use 
of recycled materials because it ignores other, possibly better, market outlets and would concentrate any 
impurities and contaminants in the materials.  For example, additives such as clay coatings build up as paper is 
repeatedly recycled. 
 
A mandatory minimum recycled content in packaging would cause recovered materials to be channelled into 
packaging when they might more economically be used in other products.  It might be better to use recovered 
metal to make a manhole cover or a car engine near the point where the waste arises than to ship it across the 
country for use in packaging.  The secondary materials market has traditionally been entrepreneurial and if we 
want to expand it, we need to keep it as unfettered as possible. 
 
And most importantly, considerations about the management of used packaging must not be allowed to 
compromise the safety of food packaging.   
 
The Strategy notes with apparent approval that some voluntary EU Green Public Procurement product group 
specifications already contain recycled content requirements or allow extra points for recycled content.  
However, there is no evidence that these requirements or incentives have been drawn up on the basis of a proper 
evaluation of actual environmental costs and benefits. 
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INCPEN recommendation 
Recycled content in packaging should not be mandated because there is no evidence that it would be of 
environmental benefit.  In addition, where it makes environmental and economic sense, companies already 
have a long, continuing track record of using recycled materials. 
 
EXCESS PACKAGING 
 
Excess packaging undoubtedly exists, but as the Strategy rightly says, there is no easy way of defining it.  “What 
constitutes ‘excess packaging’ may differ from one person to the next, according to what they regard as normal or 
acceptable.”  More importantly, “the purpose and benefits of packaging may not be visible to or understood by 
consumers. Not all seemingly excessive packaging is in fact excessive.” 
 
INCPEN view 
 Unnecessary packaging is an unnecessary cost, and many companies have systems in place to ensure that the 
amount of packaging used is kept under review.  The problems come when there is inertia – companies that make 
no effort to update their packaging – or deliberate deception.  However, such packaging will be unacceptable to 
large retailers so it is unlikely to appear in high-volume distribution channels. 
 
Mail-order and home delivery present special difficulties.  Every consignment is different, and it is impossible to 
maintain an inventory of transport packaging varied enough to ensure that every pack is properly filled.  There 
have been prosecutions under the Essential Requirements regulations in this area, but there is a strong case for 
more education and guidance to be given to companies providing such services. 
 
France is proposing to delete the “consumer acceptance” provision from its decree implementing the Essential 
Requirements.  As things stand, this would be a breach of EC law, and we deplore this unilateral challenge to 
legislation that member states have signed up to.  We are aware that the UK has already asked the Commission to 
review the need for the consumer acceptance clause, and are pleased that Defra proposes to wait for the results 
of the Commission’s study on implementation of the Essential Requirements across the EU. Note that only two 
(France and the UK) of the old EU15 countries have established an enforcement regime. 
 
INCPEN recommendation 
It has been argued that the “consumer acceptability” defence makes it difficult to secure prosecutions.  We 
have not seen any evidence for this, since as far as we are aware every company that has been prosecuted has 
pleaded guilty.  Thus, it appears that the consumer acceptance clause has never been tested.  Trading 
standards departments could ask for market research results, or the findings from benchmarking exercises – if 
a competitor changed its packaging, what effect did that have in the marketplace?  Only when the courts have 
determined how the consumer acceptance clause should be interpreted can we say whether or not it needs to 
be reworded.  
 
The Strategy confirms that UK enforcement policy is focused on trying to resolve cases of non-compliance 
rather than seek a prosecution.  This is the right starting-point and from reports passed back to us from 
members, we know that it is generally effective.  However, we should like to see more frequent prosecutions of 
companies that are ignoring their obligations, to ensure that all companies take seriously the threat of legal 
sanctions.  
 
We would also like TSOs to keep a record, or if LACORS does not have sufficient resources, report to INCPEN, 
instances where a company has improved its packaging in response to being challenged This should be 
published regularly as an example to other companies and other European countries and to demonstrate that 
TSOs do enforce the law. 
 
PACKAGING WASTE MANAGEMENT  
 
The Strategy states that Research by Defra and WRAP unequivocally shows that recycling paper, card, glass, 
plastics and metals is environmentally preferable to any other waste management option, provided the recycling 
streams are clean enough. 
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INCPEN view 
 Arrangements for the collection of household packaging waste could be improved, and in 2006 we took the lead 
in initiating a dialogue with central and local government and other industry stakeholders on ways of improving 
them.  This led to the formation of PRAG (the Packaging Recycling Action Group, subsequently renamed the 
Packaging Resources Action Group) which brought together an even broader group of participants to review 
the issues in more detail.  We shall be continuing this work. 
 
We question whether recycling is always environmentally preferable because even source separated household 
packaging is often highly contaminated with food and moisture.    
 
As with most issues, one size does not fit all. Recycling is certainly the right approach for the vast bulk of 
packaging (and local authorities already provide collection facilities for over 85% of all household packaging), but 
there are instances where other waste treatment options may be more appropriate, especially for thin, 
lightweight plastics and mixed materials.  WRAP and Defra’s own research appears to support this view, for 
example: 
 
WRAP, Environmental Benefits of Recycling May 2006;  

 p60, p118 - point out that the energy required for cleaning can make recycling disadvantageous compared 
with incineration with energy recovery, especially where the contaminants have a positive heat value.  Chris 
Goodall in his book How to live a low-carbon lifestyle states, “If light weight plastic containers are washed 
after use, the carbon cost of heating hot water may be greater than the benefit of recycling” and he 
annotates this, the “Environmental Benefits of Recycling study disagrees with my conclusion but its own 
data suggests that having to wash plastics may outweigh the environmental impact of recycling.” 

 

 p66 - the study does not take account of the fact that the process of recycling for some materials can degrade 
that material (that is why paper and plastics cannot be recycled indefinitely).  It assumes that recycled 
material can be substituted for virgin material on a theoretical 1:1 basis.  This might be achievable on a small 
scale but would increasingly become an issue when scaled up. 

 

 p119 - mixed laminate materials can be very resource efficient in production and distribution but to recycle 
them they need to be dismantled and sorted. The environmental feasibility of this has yet to be shown.  

 
ERM(2006), Carbon & Energy Impacts of Waste Management page IV (Defra Waste & Resources Evidence 
Programme – WR0602)  

 “A number of assumptions have been made in quantifying the carbon, energy and greenhouse gas flows for 
each waste material and process assessed.  Sensitivity analyses were carried out to examine which of the 
assumptions have the greatest influence. These pointed to a number of areas where findings should be 
treated with caution, or where we are currently lacking in information on which to derive accurate estimates: 
-  average estimates show energy recovery to be favoured over recycling for waste paper and card. In fact, 
there is a fine balance between these alternative recovery methods.” 

 
WRAP is continuing to research ways to recycle more non-bottle plastics but this will not happen for at least two 
or three years because no existing MRF, and none of those currently planned, can sort these materials.  
 
 
 
 
 


