Information Docket on Plastic Recycling in Europe

This document provides information on 4 key areas of Plastic Recycling and will support your learning during this lesson plan. 

1. Carbon Neutrality or Net Zero?

Carbon neutral and net zero are two terms often used by companies when referring to sustainability targets. Some companies are aiming to be “carbon neutral” – to do this they must calculate their direct greenhouse gas emissions, specifically the emissions of carbon into the atmosphere. To become carbon neutral the company will do extra activities to offset the emissions of carbon released by their everyday activities, this could be something like planting a certain number of trees to “breathe in” the same amount of carbon their factories release, or to use only renewable energy in their offices (Control Energy Costs, 2021). 

Some companies may instead aim to be “net zero”. This is similar to aiming for carbon neutrality but goes one step further. So, as well as offsetting their carbon emissions through extra activities they will attempt to stop or reduce the amount of gases emitted to begin with. This involves them having to take a look at their indirect carbon emissions. This could include evaluating indirect waste, for example if a company makes a food product, they need to consider what will become of the product’s packaging once the consumer is done with it. Will the consumer throw it away so it rots in landfill contributing to greenhouse gases, or will they recycle it correctly so the packaging can be reused? 






















2. Recycling in the UK 

In Europe there is a great variation on what packaging can be recycled and how this recycling is collected. In the UK, household recycling is collected from kerbside like general waste, however, there are variations across the country as local councils decided what choose what they want to collect. In some places all recyclables can be put in one big green bin (Figure 1) and in others they are separated into different bins (Figure 2). 
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Figure 1: What can I put in my recycling bin? Example of the use of one recycling bin used in Portsmouth, Hampshire, UK (Portsmouth City Council, 2021). 
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Figure 2: The 6 different types of containers needed to recycle in Calderdale, West Yorkshire, UK (Calderdale Council, 2021). 

When it comes to recycling across the UK, there are not only differences in how to sort your household recycling, but in what specific types of plastic can be recycled in different areas. The two examples of Portsmouth and Calderdale councils represent some differences and similarities (Figures 3 and 4). 
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Figure 3: What cannot be recycled in the combined recycling bin (Portsmouth City Council, 2021). 


Figure 4: What can and cannot be recycled in Calderdale council’s dedicated plastic recycling container (Calderdale Council, 2021). 

These differences can be confusing for residence in the UK. The decision on what to recycle is made by the local councils, this is usually based on the cost at which they can sell the collected material and what specific materials nearby recycling facilities can process (BPF, 2021). Therefore, this variability in recycling across the UK is due to less than sufficient recycling infrastructure in all areas. This is similar to several places in Europe. One similarity between these councils, and all local authorities across the UK is that they collect plastic bottles. This should mean that 100% of plastic bottles are collected for recycling however, the actual amount is only 59% (BPF, 2021). 











































3. Flexible Plastics 

The main plastic that has little recyclability is flexible plastic. This is where soft plastic such as plastic film is used in packaging in replacement for rigid plastic that takes up a lot of space and is less economical. It is used in retail food packaging and non-food packaging applications such as pet food, tobacco, cosmetics and personal care, household detergents, and pharmaceutical and medical products (Flexible Packaging Europe, 2021). There are several types of flexible plastics, some are recyclable, and some are not (Figure 5). 

· PET or PETE: Polyethylene Terephthalate is the easiest to recycle, and is often used in soda bottles and food packaging

· HDPE: High-Density Polyethylene is typically recycled into plastic bottles and bags, and is used for heavier bottles for motor oil, bleach, and hair products

· LDPE: Low-Density Polyethylene is thinner and used for grocery bags, plastic freezer bags, and similar products. It can be recycled back into plastic bags

· PVC: Polyvinyl Chloride is used in pipes and furniture, among other items. It is difficult to recycle and can be harmful to the environment

· PP: Polypropylene is a fibrous plastic used in clothes and rope, which can be recycled into fibrous materials

· PS: Polystyrene is used for packing materials, foam cups, and other lightweight products. It is difficult to recycle due to its lack of density but can be reused

· Other: Other plastics including polycarbonate, acrylic, polylactic fibers, nylon, and fiberglass

Figure 5: List of flexible plastics (Star Label Packaging, 2021). 

This is a large amount of plastic that may not be able to be recycle in all places in Europe. Figure 6 shows their recyclability across Europe, the differences are largely due to (lack of) appropriate infrastructure.  
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Figure 6: Map of recycling collection of flexible plastics across Europe. 































4. Recycling Plastic in Germany 

The map shows that Germany has the best recycling rates in Europe due to its separate collection of recyclable materials, including flexible plastics, and their infrastructure for different types of recycling. Additionally, they have the highest recycling rates, this may be due to a scheme they have in place where they have to make a deposit (or Pfand in German) when buying something in a recyclable bottle, they will get this money back when they return the bottle for recycling. 

This scheme not only encourages recycling from German citizens but has prompted Germany to invest in more recycling infrastructure. They have modern recycling facilities and technology, such as the bottle disposal units (Figure 7) which take in a bottle and calculate what renumeration the person will get for it then print a receipt for them for the correct amount which they can then spend in a supermarket (Epigram, 2021). 
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Figure 7: Picture of one of Germany’s bottle disposal units (The UK-German Connection, 2021). 

As well as their incentives and technology for everyday citizens to recycle, Germany also have high rates due to their specific plants for recycling certain materials. For example, they have a recycling plant called Papier-Mettler Plastics Recycling Plant (Figure 8) that opened in Morbach in 2012 that recycles the flexible packaging that other countries struggle to recycle. 

This plant processes waste packaging collected from Papier-Mettler customers, including supermarket chains, food and non-food retailers. At the plant they produce reusable carrier bags (Figure 9), under the brand name ecoLoop, using these recycled materials. The bags are sold to many large customers such as Marks & Spencer, a UK retailer. 
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Figure 8: Papier-Mettler Plastics Recycling Plant, Morbach (Packaging Gateway, 2021). 
[image: ]
Figure 9: ecoLoop reusable carrier bag (Packaging Gateway, 2021). 
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What can | put in my recycling bin?

« Paper

« Cardboard

« Plastic bottles (please rinse and put the lids back on)
+ Food and drink cans/tins (please rinse)

* Aerosol cans

Small electrical items (such as hairdryers, toasters etc.) can also be put out alongside
your normal recycling collection.

1. Remove any glass, such as lightbulbs
2. Putitems in a normal sized carrier bag
3. Place on top of the lid of your recycling bin or box on collection day.

&) YES PLEASE
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Your bins, bags and boxes

The containers you need are:

A recycling box.

Two brown food caddies (one large and one small) and a roll of caddy liners.
Agreen bag.

A white sack.

A wheelie bin or standard bin bags.

Textiles can be placed into a carrier bag.
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What can't | put in my recycling bin?

Plastic packaging such as food trays, yoghurt pots or margarine tubs
Cartons such as juice or soya milk cartons

Glass - find your nearest glass recycling bank here. See below about disposing
of lightbulbs.
Carrier bags

Aluminium foil

Polystyrene

Clothes — you can take these to your local textile recycling bank.

Lightbulbs. Energy efficient light bulbs and fluorescent tubes can be recycled at
the Household Waste and Recycling Centre. Halogen lightbulbs should be
disposed of in the black bin/bags — please ensure these are placed safely in a
plastic container or wrapped up in newspaper. Please do not place lightbulbs in
the glass banks.

Batteries — these can be recycled at local shops and supermarkets, or at the
Household Waste and Recycling Centre. For electrical equipment such as laptops
and phones, leave the batteries in the equipment and recycle through the small
electrical items collection.

€29 NO THANKS
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Collected weekly

Yes please...
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= Any plastic bottle which held a liquid, such as: milk bottles, drinks
bottles, detergent bottles, cleaning fluid bottles, shampoo bottles,
etc. We also want your plastic bottle lids. Please take them off the
bottle and put in the bag loose.

= Pots, tubs and trays, such as: yoghurt pots, margarine tubs, fruit
punnets, plastic food trays. If washing raw meat containers before
recycling them, rinse carefully in warm soapy water, limit any “spray”
of water, then thoroughly sanitise your hands and surrounding
counter tops.

No thanks...

= Any other types of plastic packaging, such as: polystyrene trays,
plastic film, rigid plastics (like plant pots and children's toys).
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Collected weekly

Yes please...
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= Any plastic bottle which held a liquid, such as: milk bottles, drinks
bottles, detergent bottles, cleaning fluid bottles, shampoo bottles,
etc. We also want your plastic bottle lids. Please take them off the
bottle and put in the bag loose.

= Pots, tubs and trays, such as: yoghurt pots, margarine tubs, fruit
punnets, plastic food trays. If washing raw meat containers before
recycling them, rinse carefully in warm soapy water, limit any “spray”
of water, then thoroughly sanitise your hands and surrounding
counter tops.

No thanks...

= Any other types of plastic packaging, such as: polystyrene trays,
plastic film, rigid plastics (like plant pots and children's toys).
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Papier-Mettler's new plastics recycling plant in Morbach was officially inaugurated in February
2012.
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