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In 2016, record-breaking sailor Ellen 
MacArthur proclaimed that by 2050 
there will be more plastic than fish in 
the sea. The shocking statement took 
newsrooms by storm and although the 
shock soon wore off, the problem did 
not. 

After Blue Planet 2 the topic of plastics 
resurfaced with more urgency than ever, 
homing in on questions on whether 
plastic can in fact be recycled, what 
makes one type more recyclable 
than the other and what can be 
considered a plastic product at all. All 
of this, understandably, creates a lot of 
confusion among the public. Is plastic 
good or bad? 

Whilst it’s impossible to try and 
definitively answer such a complex 
question here, we will, however, attempt 
to take the public’s concerns and delve 
deeper into the vast world of plastics, 
aiming to be clear, honest and accurate 
in what we are seeing around us.

PLASTICS

BLUE PLANET 2

Before going any further, it is perhaps 
best to first identify what we refer to 
when we speak about plastics. 

The types of plastic are covered in 
an internationally used identification 
system, the ASTM International Resin 
Identification Coding System, often 
abbreviated as the RIC. This system 
of seven categories includes a set of 
symbols with numbers. This symbol 
then appears on products to identify the 
resin out of which the plastic is made. 
These ID codes appear on a high % of 
packaging and every consumer in the UK 
will have had some exposure to them. 

WHAT IS PLASTIC?
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By weight, plastic packing is a very low 
percentage of the waste that Paper 
Round processes, ranging between 1-2% 
but it is by some way the most complex 
non-hazardous waste we handle. 

While a low level of contamination is 
tolerated, fully mixed plastic waste has 
very few uses. For instance, PVC, one 
of the most widely used polymer types, 
causes many problems when mixed with 
other plastics in a recovery and recycling 
process. 

Because of these different recycling 
requirements, the first stage after 
collection is to sort through the 
different types of plastic before onward 
processing. Most sorting of mixed 
plastics is performed in specialist 
plastic recovery facilities, known by the 
abbreviation PRFs. Below are the two 
main methods that are used:

HOW IS PLASTIC RECYCLED?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
PETE HDPE PVC LDPE PP PS OTHER

polyethylene 
terephthalate

high-density 
polyethylene 

Soft drink 
bottles, mineral 
water, fruit juice 
containers and 

cooking oil

Milk jugs, cleaning 
agents, laundry 

detergents, 
bleaching agents, 
shampoo bottles, 

washing and 
shower soaps

Trays for sweets, 
fruit, plastic 
packaging 

(bubble foil) and 
food foils to wrap 

the foodstuff 

Crushed bottles, 
shopping bags, 
highly-resistant 
sacks and most 
of the wrapping

Furniture, 
luggage, toys as 
well as bumpers, 

lining and 
external borders 

of the cars

toys, hard 
packing, 

refrigerator 
trays, cosmetic 
bags, costume 
jewellery, audio 
cassettes, CD 
cases, vending 

cups

an example of 
one type is a 

polucarbonate 
used for CD 

production and 
baby feeding 

bottles

polyvinyl chloride low-density 
polyethylene

polypropylene polystyrene other plastics, 
including acrylic, 
polycarbonate, 
polyactic fi bers, 
nylon, fi berglass
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Plastics collected PRFs sort 
by polymer

Conveyor belts

Plastic is baled

Cleaned and 
turned into 

di	erent products

Flotation
Based on hydrophobicity 

di	erences between 
particles, this method 
bases its seperation 

based on the 
performance of flotation

Optical sorters fire pulses 
of light at the iteams and 

through analysing the light 
that bounces back can 
work out the polymer

Once it is identified jets of 
air direct it into the 
correct sort stream

HOW ARE 
PLASTICS 

RECYCLED?
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The RIC symbols tell you very little 
about whether the item can actually 
be recycled in standard household 
and commercial recycling systems. In 
fact, they are often misleading as they 
encourage recyclers to place plastic 
items in recycling that cannot in fact be 
recycled, driving up costs and causing 
contamination.

They are designed around polymer type 
rather than the method of recycling, with 
the main issues being around type, form 
and colour.

One problem is that there are different 
types of plastic covered in the same 
category. Take 1, PET as an example. The 
type of PET used for bottles is highly 
desirable and can be recycled easily. But, 
the type of PET used for pre-packed 
meal tray film covering, is not of the 
same high quality. It is therefore less 
desirable for recycling. This confusion 
is seen in the other categories too. For 
instance, the 5, PP used in a soup pot, is 
compositionally different from the plastic 
category 5 PP used in a salad bag and 
cannot be recycled in the same way.

The RIC codes don’t acknowledge the 
impact that form has in recyclability. 
Three dimensional products like 
bottles and pots sort well in materials 
recovery plants. In contrast, films 
in the form of wrappers and bags 
get caught in machinery or get 
sandwiched between layers of card 
where it acts as a contaminant.

Finally, colour also has an impact, 
particularly the colour black, and RIC 
codes don’t recognise this at all. Dyed 
and pigmented plastics, for example, 
can be troubling for materials recovery 
facilities while clear plastics have the 
highest material value because of its 
flexibility. 

PROBLEMS WITH THE 
STANDARD INDUSTRY CODES 

TYPE

FORM

COLOUR
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Looking at the situation in this way, it is 
quite understandable that the public is 
confused by this code system. A polymer 
symbol does not help us know how to 
recycle a piece of plastic and so the call 
for the public to contribute in recycling 
falls mute when the proper guidance for 
them to do so is not provided.

As we operate our own MRF, we are 
better positioned than many to optimise 
the recycling of plastics. We provide 
clear instructions to our clients to help 
them manage the current, problematic, 
situation. However, improvements in 
recycling rates can only truly take place 
if people know how to properly separate 
and recycle at source. 

An alternative to the RIC symbols, and 
one which Paper Round supports, is the 
labelling scheme provided by On-Pack 
Recycling Labelling Ltd  (OPRL) which 
is being increasingly adopted in the 
UK. This scheme is based on the reality 
of the recycling services available and 
gives clearer information on what action 
to take for each packaging component, 
such as bottles, film & trays.   

The ongoing DEFRA Consultation on 
reforming the UK packaging producer 
responsibility system recognises that 
current labelling systems are confusing. 
We support the aims of the consultation 
that a clear, single system (such as that 
provided by OPRL) is needed and we 
believe this should be compulsory for all 
packaging placed on the market and that 
alternative labelling information related 
to recyclability should be prohibited 
from use. 

HOW CAN WE HELP YOU?



7

Here, we’ve given clear instructions on 
how to tackle plastics:

Not only will we continue to collect 
bottles in mixed recycling, but we 
strongly promote it.

We will collect PE film where there are 
specific identifiable clean streams. 

We will NOT collect film in mixed 
recycling.

We advise our clients to throw away 
non-PE film in their general waste.

We advise our clients that our MRF will 
recover PTTs recyclables. 

By giving us your plastics in this manner, 
we guarantee that we will separate and 
recycle it. We will continue to work with 
businesses to improve existing consumer 
labelling through groups such as the 
Council for Sustainable Business and the 
UK Plastics Pact. 

While we deal with all of this, we can 
only hope that under extended producer 
responsibility for packaging, we will 
see plastic items clearly labelled as 
recyclable or non-recyclable soon.

Follow our campaign @PaperRound 
using #WiseUpToPlastics

HOW TO TACKLE PLASTICS

BOTTLES

FILM

POTS, TUBS & TRAYS
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Paper Round Ltd, 52 Lant Street, London SE1 1RB

T: 020 7407 9100
E: helpdesk@paper-round.co.uk

www.paper-round.co.uk

@PaperRound using #WiseUpTOPlastics BPR Group Europe Ltd
Thank you for reading. To engage in the debate visit us on:


