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n April, consumer goods business Proctor & 
Gamble (P&G) announced that its well-known 
Ariel and Lenor brands, as well as others 

across the Fabric Care Europe group, were aim-
ing to reduce the use of plastics in packaging by 
30% by 2025. The same month, P&G globally 
announced it would reduce its use of virgin 
petroleum plastic in its packaging by 50% by 
2030 – roughly 300,000 tonnes a year. And by 
2022, Fabric Care Europe wants all its brands 
to have 100% recyclable packaging.

Gian de Belder, a Belgium-based packaging 
technologist and principal scientist at P&G, 
says that decisions on packaging are deter-
mined by life cycle analysis as well as looking at 
the regional recycling landscape, and the busi-
ness has a heavy focus on ‘better plastics’.

“We want to have fully recyclable/reusable 
packaging globally by 2030. So ‘better plastics’ 
means increasing the recyclability profile of 
your packaging, and another focus is to intro-
duce more recycled content. The two are obvi-
ously linked,” he says.

To aid its goal of a 30% packaging plastics 
reduction, Ariel Pods in the UK will soon come 
in flexible plastic bags rather than the current 
opaque PET tubs. This makes them 75% lighter 

in weight and uses less material. De Belder 
adds that, at the moment, opaque PET is hardly 
recycled across Europe, which is why the pro-
duct is being moved into a bag. 

But are the bags recyclable? De Belder con-
cedes they are not on a large scale, mainly due 
to challenges in collection: “But we believe this 
is going to change drastically and rapidly. What 
we see is more and more countries, including 
Belgium and France, for example, accepting 
flexible packaging in the next two years. 

“Flexible packaging is a huge market – and it 
is indeed these types of questions that are being 
worked through in the Ceflex consortium [a 
European consortium representing the entire 
value chain of flexible packaging].”

He adds: “We are getting questions on a  
regular basis, such as ‘are these pouches recy-
clable?’ I think the answer is, yes, it is just a 
matter of time. Some countries will go faster 
than others, but the target is definitely to have 
recycled packaging specifically for that category 
and in general for Fabric Care by 2022.”

De Belder – who was recently given the title 
of EU Plastic Recycling Ambassador 2019 by 
the Plastics Recyclers Europe (PRE) organisa-
tion for his work in sustainable packaging – 
explains that P&G has identified five ‘pillars’ 
which need to be addressed to achieve more 
sustainable packaging: design for recycling, 
access to collection, participation/education, 
separation and product innovation.

As an example of designing for recycling, two 
years ago, some changes were made to the 
Lenor bottle. “We used to have opaque PET 
bottles, which today are not widely recycled. We 
removed the colourant from that bottle, 
replaced it with a shrink sleeve with a perfora-
tion, and we are now asking consumers to 
remove the sleeve [before recycling],” he 
explains. “So we are using transparent PET 
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I am not asking anything 
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need to think any more –  
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which is good for recycling and adding 50% 
recycled content in there.”

He adds that recyclers asked for the material 
used for the perforated sleeve not to be the 
same material as the bottle – and that it was key 
when designing a pack to look at the recycling 
chain and whether the combination of materi-
als was ideal for recycling. 

He says that it is not necessary to have the 
same material on the whole pack, and that a 
PET bottle with a PE or PP cap causes no prob-
lems for a recycler because, at a typical PET 
recycling plant, the caps would float and the 
material would be aggregated before sale to a 
mixed PE recycler.

Access to suitable recycling collections are, 
of course, a critical part of a system that wants 
to capture more material for reuse as raw mat-
erial. De Belder explains that there is clearly a 
need to establish infrastructure, particularly in 
“high leaking countries” such as those in south- 
east Asia. But in Europe, where collections and 
infrastructure are fairly well established, more 
harmonised systems would be ideal.

Participation/education of consumers with 
recycling is a similarly crucial part of the jigsaw 
because they need to engage with the recycling 
process so that materials can be captured. 

Linked to the fourth ‘pillar’ of separation 
technologies, de Belder explains that he is 

heading the ‘Holy Grail’ project, which is part 
of the New Plastics Economy initiative led by 
the Ellen MacArthur Foundation: “This is all 
about creating an additional dimension in sort-
ing, trying to make packaging more intelligent 
so that in the future we don’t have to ask con-
sumers to remove things like sleeves.

“The detectors in these sorting centres can 
automatically detect that ‘if this is a Lenor bot-
tle, it is a transparent PET bottle’ or it can dis-
tinguish between food and non-food packaging 
– which today is mainly done manually.”

By tackling those four pillars, you should end 
up with high-quality recyclate which would 
therefore need end markets, which links to the 
higher demand for such material now coming 
from brands. But the key to further product 
innovation, he emphasises, is cross-value chain 
collaboration.

P&G and de Belder himself are involved in a 
number of such initiatives as well as industry 
working groups. He explains that one of the 
current problems with packaging recycling is 
the “lack of definition on a lot of items, includ-
ing recycled packaging” and the fact that there 
are quite a lot of design guidelines being issued 
by different countries or organisations. 

“What we would like is to have, for example, 
European-wide design principles,” he says. This 
is something he is working on as part of an 

PLASTIC PACKAGING CAMPAIGN

OUT WITH THE OLD RESIN ID CODES
Commercial waste management and recycling company 
Paper Round has launched a campaign called 
#WiseUpToPlasti cs to scrap the use of numbered resin 
identi fi cati on codes on plasti c packaging. These codes 
numbered 1-7 are shown within a recycling symbol (pictured 
right). But Paper Round says the symbols “tell you very litt le 
about whether the item can be recycled in standard 
household and commercial recycling systems. In fact, they 
are oft en misleading because they encourage people to place 
plasti c items in recycling that cannot in fact be recycled, 
driving up costs and causing contaminati on”.

It wants the codes to be removed or, at the very least, for 
the recycling symbol around the numbers to be replaced by a 
simple circle. In preference, it proposes the adopti on of 
On-Pack Recycling Labels (pictured below right) which are 
based “on the reality of the recycling services available” and 
give clearer informati on on what acti on to take for each 
packaging component, such as trays, fi lm and foil.

Paper Round hopes its campaign will support calls 
for legislators to resolve the confusion over labelling, 
and support consumers by highlighti ng the issue and 
alternati ve labelling methodologies, as well as giving 
them the informati on to reduce contaminati on at 
source.

initiative established by the PRE: “The idea is 
to focus on regional design guidelines that are 
based on science. The problem, I think, in the 
past, is that a lot of design guidelines were 
based on opinions, for example of recyclers, and 
they were not really based on science, and that 
is what we are trying to bring in. 

“We are trying to have one [set] of regional 
guidelines that are valid in all European mem-
ber states. It doesn’t make sense that [one 
country] would say ‘I can live with labels on a 
bottle’ while the rest of Europe says this is not 
preferred.”

De Belder believes it is useful to have a vari-
ety of associations looking at the issues related 
to different packaging materials, because those 
materials have their own unique challenges. 
But he adds that it would be best if these asso-
ciations were linked to a European-wide entity: 
“We need high-quality post-consumer recyclate 
(PCR) and what we see today in the market is 
that there is simply not enough.”

He explains that PET is a material that has 
been recycled for at least a decade. But with all 
the pledges for PCR from brand owners, there 
is now a shortage and “the real pain point” at 
this moment is collection: “There is simply not 
enough PET collected, [even though] it is the 
most recycled and collected [plastic packaging] 
material.” 

He explains that high-quality HDPE 
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which can go back into packaging is a relatively 
new market and the material still largely goes 
into products such as piping. 

“Until five years ago, it was still very difficult 
to find high-quality recycled HDPE with no 
smell, and there were very limited colours ver-
sus standard HDPE,” he says. “What you have 
seen in the past three or four years is an increas-
ing amount of good quality HDPE but, again, 
there is a shortage, linked to collection and 
sorting technology.”

De Belder adds that with a PET collection 
rate in Europe of only 58%, one area P&G and 
other brand owners would like to influence is 
in getting the message across to consumers that 
“they need to recycle much more because every 
single pack that can be recycled can be turned 
back into useful secondary raw materials”.

He adds: “The second big pain point is high- 
quality sorting. If you go to a sorting centre, you 
will see that the equipment they use is based on 
infrared. So it is doing its job, and it was doing 
its job very well in the 1990s when the packag-
ing market was very easy – it was only PET for 
drinks and HDPE for detergents. But now it is 
very complex and hence innovation in sorting 
is needed.”

The ‘Holy Grail’ project that de Belder 
is working on should help in this area: “If we 
can crack the challenges of collection and 
sorting, we will automatically end up with 
more high-quality PCR. And it is full-value 
chain collab orations that are really contribut-
ing to cracking those challenges – there is no 
single company in the world that can do it on 
its own.”

De Belder has been working in packaging at 
P&G for some 20 years but agrees that, in the 

past three to five years, there has been a huge 
change in focus on the environment, plastics, 
packaging and our oceans – as well as a great 
shift towards more cross-value chain collabo-
rations, driven a lot by the New Plastics Econ-
omy initiative. 

“Nowadays we are also working with our 
direct competitors to solve the same challenges. 
I don’t think this was possible 10 years ago,” 
he says.

De Belder believes that, for progress to be 
made, all the weaknesses in the five pillars need 
to be fixed, by working with others; harmonis-
ing collection schemes, so that consumers are 
not confused; and bringing intelligence into 
packaging – at almost no cost – to simplify the 
process for consumers. 

He envisages reaching a point where con-
sumers simply have to scan a pack with their 
smartphone to find out if it can be recycled: “I 
am not asking anything more of the consumer 
than just ‘put it in the recycling bin’ or ‘don’t put 
it in the recycling bin’. They don’t need to think 
any more – the rest will be solved by the tech-
nology of the packaging, but we need to 
convince the entire packaging value chain to 
adopt it.”

All change: Ariel Pods will soon be sold in fl exible 
plastic bags, using less material than tubs


