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This booklet has been produced by the Packaging Resources Action Group 
(PRAG). PRAG is a multi-stakeholder group that enables constructive 
dialogue between central and local government, manufacturers and 
retailers, waste management companies and reprocessors. Members 
work together to: 

• Improve the environmental, social and economic impacts of 
packaging and product systems 

• Optimise the amount of packaging on products for net 
environmental gain 

• Increase the quantity and quality of used household packaging 
materials collected for recycling 

• Increase recovery of used packaging 
• Develop consistent information about packaging and recycling for 

opinion formers and the public 

PRAG members: Alupro,  ASDA, B&Q, Ball Packaging Europe, British Beer & Pub Association, BIS 
- Department of Business Innovation & Skills, Boots, British Plastics Federation, British Retail 
Consortium, British Glass, Bromley CC, Cherwell DC, Coca-Cola, Confederation of Paper 
Industries, Co-op, Corus, Cosla - Convention of Scottish Local Authorities, DEFRA Department 
of Environment, Food & Rural Affairs, DS Smith, Environment Agency, Food & Drink Federation, 
Greencore, Halfords, IGD, INCPEN - The  Industry Council for Packaging and the Environment, 
John Lewis, Kellogg's, Kent CC, LARAC - Local Authority Recycling Advisory Committee, LINPAC, 
Marks & Spencer, Mars, McDonalds, Medway CC, MPMA - Metal Packaging Manufacturers 
Association, Muller, Nampak, Nestle, Next, The Packaging Federation, Pi3, PAFA - Packaging and 
Films Association, Procter & Gamble, RECOUP, Sainsbury's, Scottish Government, Sealed Air, 
Severnside, Shropshire CC, SITA, Suedpack, Tesco, Travis Perkins, Unilever, Valpak, Veolia, 
Waitrose, Welsh Assembly Government, Wilkinson, WIN - Waste Improvement Network, WLGA, 
WRAP - Waste & Resources Action Programme, East Riding Council Yorkshire. 

This booklet is intended for PRAG members to use as an internal reference 
point to share with their members and other networks and to use as a basis 
for their own communications.  The aim is to ensure that councils, 
manufacturers and retailers communicate consistent messages about 
packaging and recycling.   

The cartoons indicate how it could be illustrated.  However PRAG members 
may prefer to use their own photographs or those available on the WRAP 
website. 

For help, please contact incpen.org 

April 2010 Minor update 2025 by Karen Graley
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Working together 
Everyone, including manufacturers 
and retailers, wants to use as little 
packaging as possible but most 
packaging is essential for our daily 
lives and in most instances it prevents 
more waste than it generates. 
 

Manufacturers and retailers 
continue to work together to 
make packaging more resource 
efficient and, where possible, 
use less resources, use recycled 
materials and design the 
packaging to be recycled.  

Councils continue working hard  
to improve their services and 
make recycling easier for 
all households. 

Councils, manufacturers and 
retailers are working together 
more than ever to ensure more 
packaging is collected and can be 
sent for recycling. 



 

• Manufacturers and retailers 
understand that many citizens are 
concerned about excessive packaging 
and the desire for more recyclable 
options. We acknowledge these 
concerns and are actively working 
together to address them. 

• While packaging has an obvious role in 
containing products and displaying 
information, either legal or marketing, 
its main purpose is to stop goods being 
damaged or spoiled eg in store 
wastage of grapes packed in bags or 
sealed trays is 20% less than the waste 
from those sold loose.  

• The materials and energy used to make 
a product are typically greater than the 
resources used to make its packaging, 
the amount will vary depending on 
many factors such as; weight, source 
and size of both product and 
packaging, time of year is also a 
variable. 

• On average, each household in the UK 
generates around 6.6 million tonnes  

 

of food waste per year, which 
equates to approximately 70 kg of 
food waste per person annually. 
This is equivalent to about 140 
meals per person per year. 

• On average, a typical UK 
household generates about 70-95 
kg of food and drink waste per 
person per year, which totals 
around 341 kg for a household of 
four people.  

• In contrast, the packaging waste 
generated by households is much 
lower, with less than 200 kg of 
packaging waste per household 
per year. This means that food and 
drink waste is roughly 5 times 
greater than packaging waste in a 
typical UK household annually. 

• On its journey from farm or factory 
a product may have to survive 
extreme temperatures, can  help 
continue to ripen product during 
transit. Packaging has to protect it 
from many hazards. 
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use as little packaging as possible but most packaging is 

essential for our daily lives and in most instances it 
prevents more waste than it generates  
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• Informed Packaging Choices: 
Selecting the right packaging 
involves detailed studies of 
transport, handling, storage 
needs, and consumer 
preferences, as well as waste 
management infrastructure. 

• Steady Packaging Weight: 
Despite increased 
consumption, the total weight 
of packaging in the UK has 
remained relatively stable over 
the years. In 1998, it was 175 kg 
per person, and in 2007, it was 
176 kg. Recent trends suggest 
that this stability has continued 
into 2024. 

• Comparison with Other 
Countries: The UK uses less 
packaging per person 
compared to other European 
countries such as the 
Netherlands (212 kg), Italy (202 
kg), France (196 kg), and 
Germany (196 kg). 

 

 

 

• Lighter Packaging: Glass 
containers are now 20% lighter 
than in 1990, cans have 
reduced by 30%, yogurt pots by 
40%, and carrier bags by 45%. 
Lighter packaging conserves 
resources by reducing material 
use and fuel for delivery. 

• Recycled Materials: 
Manufacturers and retailers are 
increasingly using recycled 
materials in packaging. They 
ensure safety and hygiene 
standards are met, making it 
both environmentally and 
economically viable. Advances 
in materials science allow for 
high-quality recycled materials, 
supporting a circular economy 
and meet consumer demand 
for improved sustainability. 

• Refill and Reusable Systems: 
New refill and reusable 
systems are being trialled to 
further reduce waste and 
promote sustainability. 

 

 
Manufacturers and retailers are continuously working to 

make packaging more resource-efficient, reduce the 
amount used, and incorporate recycled materials 

wherever possible. 
 



 

• Councils are working diligently to 
enhance recycling services for 
households by providing 
convenient collection for glass, 
metals, plastic bottles, paper, and 
cardboard. These materials make 
up approximately 85% of 
household packaging. The 
remaining 15% is often not 
recycled due to contamination or 
minimal material value. 

• Energy recovery from municipal 
waste is currently at 12%, with the 
government aiming for 25% in 
England and 30% in Wales by 
2025. This is helping divert waste 
from landfills. 

• Latest statistics suggest that 
44.1% of UK household waste was 
recycled in 2022, compared to 
44.6% in the previous year. Due to 
England’s falling recycling rate of 
43.4%. Scotland’s recycling rate 
was the lowest at 42.1%, but had 
improved from 41.7% the previous 
year. 

• Recently placed second in the 
world for recycling, Wales 
recycling rate of 56.9% is said to 
be due to having food waste bins 

for more than a decade. Some 
areas in Wales, however, have a 
rate of 70%. England and Scotland 
were beaten by Northern Ireland, 
which scored 49.2%. The UK is 
said to have generated 191.2m 
tonnes of waste in 2020, with 
England responsible for 85% of it. 

• Challenge recycling non-bottle 
plastics, are often excluded due to 
difficulties in finding end markets 
and the high costs of sorting and 
cleaning. Recently efforts focused 
on improving the collection and 
recycling of plastic pots, tubs, 
trays, and plastic films. By March 
2027, all local authorities in the 
UK are required to collect these 
materials to comply with new 
regulations. Debate continues 
whether the UK should follow 
other European countries in 
recovering energy from these 
plastics or invest in recycling 
technologies.  

• Councils recognise the variability 
in recycling rates across regions 
and are working to share best 
practices and knowledge to 
improving recycling rates.  
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Councils are working hard to improve their services to 
make recycling easier for householders 
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• Councils, manufacturers, and 
retailers are working together to 
ensure even more packaging is 
recycled. Recycling is a 
complex process and putting 
recyclables out for collection is 
the first step. Materials need to 
be sorted, cleaned, and re-
processed before they can be 
remanufactured into new 
products. 

• Councils need a market for the 
materials they collect. Cleaner 
materials are more valuable 
and in greater demand than 
dirty, low-quality ones. 
Designers and packaging 
producers have to find a 
compromise between a 
number of often-conflicting 
requirements. For example, 
should they choose an easily 
recyclable pack if it creates 
other environmental impacts, 
such as increasing the number 

of lorries required for 
distribution? 

• Simpler Recycling legislation 
introduced in October 2024 
aims to standardise recycling 
practices across England, 
reduce landfill waste, and 
increase recycling rates. By 
March 2025, businesses with 
more than ten employees must 
separate dry recyclables and 
food waste. By March 2026, 
households must have weekly 
food waste collections. By 
March 2027, plastic film 
packaging and flexibles will be 
included in the plastic 
collection. 

• So all of us - citizens, councils, 
manufacturers, and re-
processors we need to work 
together to understand the 
challenges and find the best 
solutions. This is what PRAG 
aims to achieve. 

Councils, Manufacturers, and Retailers Collaborate 
for Better Recycling 



 

Raw material suppliers and  
packaging manufacturers 

Manufacturers Distributors 

Wholesalers Retailers Consumers 

Councils 

Sorting plants  

Reprocessors 

Energy from Waste  
operators 

Landfill companies 
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Questions about packaging and recycling 
Why Do Retailers and 
Manufacturers Use So Much 
Packaging? 

Packaging is an essential part of the 
delivery system for products, 
ensuring they survive the journey 
from farm or factory to citizen’s 
homes. Packaging costs money, so 
there is a financial incentive to use 
only what is needed. Most 
businesses that handle packaging 
are legally required to contribute to 
recycling used packaging. Under 
the Extended Producer 
Responsibility (EPR) regulations, 
businesses must now collect 
accurate packaging data, obtain 
evidence of recycling through 
Packaging Recycling Notes (PRNs) 
and Packaging Export Recycling 
Notes (PERNs), and pay disposal 
fees. This ensures that they are 
accountable for the packaging they 
place on the market. 

However, there is always room for 
improvement, and businesses 
continually set ambitious reduction 
targets, as well as improving the 
overall efficiency of distribution 
systems.  

Packaging helps to sell a product by 
making it stand out from competing 
brands. 

The amount of packaging needed 
for an individual product varies 

greatly. Foods grown or 
manufactured overseas need to be 
protected during transport, when 
they may be stacked with other 
containers on top. They may also 
need protection from extreme 
temperature changes. By contrast, 
a cabbage grown in Lincolnshire 
needs only enough packaging to 
enable it to be handled and 
transported to shops across the 
country, so many more cabbages 
might be packed in a cardboard box 
or a plastic crate for the journey. 

I understand that packaging is 
necessary to protect products, 
but excessive packaging is an 
issue.  

Many of us have received small 
items in oversized boxes, which is 
frustrating and negatively impacts 
our perception of all packaging. 

However, there are regulations in 
place that require manufacturers 
and retailers to use only the 
minimum amount of packaging 
necessary to perform its functions. 
The EPR regulations, which came 
into effect on January 1, 2025, 
mandate that businesses must 
collect accurate packaging data, 
obtain evidence of recycling, and 
pay disposal fees. This ensures 
accountability for the 



 

environmental impact of their 
packaging. 

Trading Standards enforce these 
regulations, and citizens can report 
any concerns to them at 
www.tradingstandards.gov.uk. 
Packaging must perform various 
functions, such as carrying clear 
information, being easy to open for 
those with weak hands, and being 
difficult to open for products that 
could be dangerous to children. 
Additionally, packaging should be 
easy to consume on-the-go, 
dispense products like asthma 
inhalers or deodorants, and attract 
attention to sell the product, 
especially for gifts. 

While some packaging functions 
require more than the minimum 
amount needed for protection, 
manufacturers continually seek 
ways to reduce it. For example, 
Easter egg packaging has been 
reduced, even though it is an 
integral part of the gift. 

Complaints about excessive 
packaging often relate to gifts and a 
small range of items. A recent 
survey conducted in 2022 revealed 
that 80% of UK citizens prefer 
environmentally friendly packaging 
materials. Additionally, 80% of 
respondents believed online 
shipments contained unneeded 
amounts of packaging. This 
highlights the growing public 
concern over packaging waste and 

the demand for sustainable 
solutions. 

But why do we need packaging at 
all? - can't goods be left 'loose'?  

While it might seem convenient to 
leave goods loose, packaging plays 
a crucial role in protecting 
products during transport, 
handling, and storage. It ensures 
that items reach consumers in 
optimal condition, reducing waste 
and preserving freshness. For 
example, pre-packed fruit and 
vegetables often have less overall 
waste compared to loose items, 
despite being more expensive 

Why does my council collect 
different materials from those 
collected in the next county? 

The materials collected for recycling 
can vary for several reasons: 

Each council or its contractor 
negotiates individual contracts for 
selling recyclable materials to the 
reprocessing industry, such as paper 
mills and metal recyclers. 

The UK has a limited number of 
reprocessing facilities, so councils 
collect materials for which there is a 
viable market and which can be 
processed within a reasonable 
distance. 

The types of materials collected 
depend on the laws of supply and 
demand, similar to those for virgin 
materials. These markets vary across 



 

the country and are influenced by 
global economic cycles and other 
factors. 

Different reprocessing facilities require 
specific types of materials. For 
example, a mill that makes cardboard 
boxes mainly uses old boxes and 
board, while a mill that produces 
newsprint uses old newspapers and 
magazines. The latter can only tolerate 
a small amount of cardboard because 
the brown fibers can contaminate the 
newsprint. 

The availability of sorting facilities 
within sensible delivery distances also 
affects what materials are collected. 

Recent legislation aims to standardise 
recycling practices across England to 
make recycling more consistent and 
efficient. This includes the 
introduction of simpler recycling 
systems and more standardised 
collections by local authorities. 

A council’s collection service depends 
on many factors, including market 
demand, local infrastructure, and 
specific material requirements of 
reprocessing facilities. 

Why can't I recycle all plastics? 

Plastic bottles are readily 
recyclable, but not all plastics are 
accepted in recycling programs. 
Here are some reasons why: 

Collecting, sorting, and cleaning 
plastics, especially those 

contaminated with food residues, 
is difficult and expensive. 

Plastics need to be sorted into 
different types to have value, but 
not all councils have the necessary 
sorting facilities. 

Non-bottle plastics tend to be 
dirtier than bottles, reducing the 
quality and value of the whole load 
if collected together. 

Economic Viability Based on the 
latest data from June 2024, here are 
the updated prices: 

Clear PET bottles: £350 - £450 per 
tonne, Coloured PET bottles: £0 - £50 
per tonne, Mixed bottles: £115 - £200 
per tonne, HDPE natural: £590 - £700 
per tonne, HDPE mixed colour: £250 - 
£330 per tonne, Mixed plastics: £60 - 
£130 per tonne. Prices fluctuate based 
on market conditions and the quality of 
the materials; Waste Trading Prices | 
Zest Recycle Plastic bottles 2024 - 
letsrecycle.com 

Should we stop using plastic to 
make packaging if it's not easily 
recyclable? 

Not necessarily. Plastics, like glass, 
metals, and paper, have both 
environmental advantages and 
disadvantages. While heavier 
materials like glass and metals are 
easily recycled, they require more 
lorries for distribution due to their bulk 
and weight, which can lead to higher 
fuel consumption and carbon 
emissions. 

https://www.zestrecycle.co.uk/prices/?form=MG0AV3
https://www.zestrecycle.co.uk/prices/?form=MG0AV3
https://www.letsrecycle.com/prices/plastics/plastic-bottles/plastic-bottles-2024/?form=MG0AV3
https://www.letsrecycle.com/prices/plastics/plastic-bottles/plastic-bottles-2024/?form=MG0AV3


 

On the other hand, lightweight plastics 
and mixed material packs, though 
difficult to recycle, use less energy in 
production and allow goods to be 
transported in fewer lorries. This 
reduces fuel consumption and carbon. 
Additionally, energy can be recovered 
from these materials after use. 

Recent advancements in recycling 
technology are improving the 
recyclability of various plastics. 
Innovations in plastics are offering 
alternatives to traditional packaging. 
These developments are part of the 
broader efforts to create a circular 
economy, where materials are kept in 
use for as long as possible. 

Ultimately, the choice of packaging 
material should balance the need for 
protection, sustainability, and 
efficiency. While it's crucial to 
minimise the use of non-recyclable 
plastics, it's equally important to 
consider the full environmental impact 
of packaging solutions. 

How much packaging is recycled 
from households and how much 
from all sources? 

In 2022, 44.1% of waste from 
households in the UK was recycled. 
This includes materials like plastic, 
paper, glass, and metal. 

In 2023, 64.8% of UK packaging waste 
from all sources (households and 
businesses) was recycled. This is an 
increase from 62.4% in 2022. 

Why aren't we recycling all our 
waste?   

While it's unlikely that we can 
recycle all of our waste, there are 
ways to improve our recycling. The 
term ‘recycling’ encompasses both 
recycling and composting rates. 

In 2023, 64.8% of UK packaging 
waste was recycled, up from 
62.4% in 2022. With the highest 
council recycling rate at 61.6%, 
and the lowest at 17.7%. These 
figures highlight the ongoing 
challenges and progress in 
improving recycling rates across 
the country. 

We need everyone to recycle as a 
matter of course and support their 
local council's recycling programs. 
Simplifying recycling rules and 
providing consistent collections 
across England can help improve 
recycling rates. 

Is recovering energy from 
unrecycled material just wasting 
it? 

If material is not sent for recycling, 
recovering energy from it is the 
better option than sending it to 
landfill. Producing electricity 
and/or heat from waste through 
energy recovery processes, like 
incineration, helps reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions by 
decreasing the need for fossil fuels 
such as coal and oil. 



 

There will be materials that are too 
contaminated or dirty to be 
recycled. Energy recovery serves 
as a useful complement to waste 
reduction, re-use, and recycling. 

Advancements in waste-to-energy 
technology have improved 
efficiency and reduced emissions. 

Is burning waste bad for the 
environment and human health? 

The UK government has introduced 
tighter regulations to reduce the 
environmental impact of waste 
incineration. Despite this, there are 
still concerns about the overall 
sustainability of burning waste for 
energy. 

Recycling remains the preferred 
method for managing waste, as it 
keeps materials in circulation and 
reduces the need for new 
resources. Improvements in the 
recycling infrastructure and 
technology are ongoing to 
minimise the reliance on waste-to-
energy. 

What needs to happen to recycle 
more packaging? 

A recent study in 2025 highlights that 
the best way to increase the amount of 
recycled packaging is to encourage 
those who don't recycle to start, and 
those who already do, to recycle more. 

Key points: 

Persuading more people to recycle and 
increasing the efforts of current 
recyclers can significantly boost 
recycling rates. 

Improving the quality of collected 
materials by ensuring citizens sort their 
waste carefully and include materials 
that their local council accepts. 

If every household recycled as much 
as the average household currently 
does, the national recycling rate could 
increase by 3-4%. 

Providing clear and consistent 
recycling guidelines to reduce 
confusion and increase compliance. 

Investing in new recycling technologies 
and infrastructure to handle a wider 
range of materials more efficiently. 

Strengthening government policies and 
regulations to support recycling 
initiatives and ensure a unified 
approach across all regions. 
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