
Be smart  
on packaging 
and plastics

Packaging and plastics have been in the spotl ight 
recently – with consumers,  media and polit icians 
clamouring for businesses to use less of them.

And it ’s  not surprising. Scottish consumers alone buy 
more than 300,000 tonnes of single-use packaging in our 
groceries each year,  says Zero Waste Scotland. As well  as 
l ittering our oceans and land, packaging is responsible 
for substantial  carbon emissions.

It ’s  natural  and right that every food and drink business 
should be trying to reduce the impact of its packaging. 
But don’t rush to make snap decisions or investments – 
the issues around how we use plastics and packaging are 
complex and technical .
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Sustainable packaging - 
there are so many layers

> Food Standards Scotland  for 
labell ing  and storage information

> WRAP – Packing Optimisation 
Guidance  and keeping food fresher

 for longer 

Choosing the right packaging is challenging and there is no one size f its al l  solution.  There are a lot of practical  demands to 
consider whilst also ensuring not only environmental impacts are kept as low as they can be but costs too!  

But there are some questions you can ask yourself to get started .
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Don’t rush into making 
changes 

Be clear to your customers 
about what actions you are 
taking and why

Check out the guidance 
below and seek help and 
advice 

Is every element of your 
packaging absolutely necessary? 
Packaging is important, as it can 
extend shelf l ife, protect food, 
and reduce  waste. It ’s excess 
packaging you want to avoid.  

As a food manufacturer you 
might consider a deposit return 
scheme or a refi l lable option.  
Perhaps you could encourage 
reuse through your customers? 

Can all  your packaging be easily 
recycled  at home?
If possible, source a product 
which has a high level of recycled 
material in it too. As the 
sustainable packing industry 
develops, it ’s easier to find 
containers with 30% recycled 
material or more.  

> OPRL  -  Ensure you have a clear
recycling message on your packaging.
You could consider becoming part of
the OPRL (On-Pack Recycling Label)
scheme whose consistent message is
now recognised by more than seven in
10 consumers.

Next steps

https://www.foodstandards.gov.scot/business-and-industry/safety-and-regulation/labelling
https://wrap.org.uk/food-drink/business-food-waste/guide/packaging-optimisation-smes-0
https://wrap.org.uk/food-drink/business-food-waste/guide/fresher-longer-guidance-partners
https://www.foodstandards.gov.scot/business-and-industry/safety-and-regulation/labelling
https://wrap.org.uk/food-drink/business-food-waste/guide/fresher-longer-guidance-partners


How can you  
help on plastics?
Reprocessing technology is constantly improving, and 
more uses are being found for waste plastics.  Following the 
basic footsteps below wil l  help you to reduce the overall 
environmental impact of your packaging.

1 .  I f  you have to use a plastic tray or container,  ensure,
wherever possible,  that it  is  made f  rom a single
polymer.  Ideally PET,  PP or HDPE as these materials  are
all  widely recycled.

2.  I f  possible,  source a product which has a high level of
recycled material  in it .  As recycling capacity increases,
it ’s  easier to f  ind containers with 30% recycled material
or more.

3.  Minimise the use of colours and refer to 'best in class'
guidance to choose polymers which are most l ikely to
be recycled.

4.  Ensure you have a clear recycling message on your
packaging. You could consider becoming part of the
OPRL (On-Pack Recycling Label)  scheme whose
consistent message is now recognised by more than
seven in 10 consumers.

What is it 
used for? Next l i fe Ease of 

recycling

Polyethylene 
Terephthalate 
(PET)

Soft drink bottles, 
food packagaing such 

as punnets

Used to make more 
PET products Easy

High Density 
Polyethylene 
(HDPE)

Milk cartons,  cleaning 
products,  yoghurt 

pots,  soap dispensers

Garden furniture, 
pipes and more  

milk cartons
Easy

Polyvinyl 
Chloride 
(PVC)

Pipe f itt ings,  window 
f itt ings,  thermal 

insulation,  car parts

Used to make more 
PVC products Diff icult

Low Density 
Polyethylene 
(LDPE)

Food bags,  shopping 
bags,  magazine 

wrapping

Bin l iners,  plastic 
furniture and  

f loor t i les
Manageable

Polypropylene 
(PP)

Margarine tubs, 
microwave meal trays, 

f ibres and f i laments 
for carpet ,  wall 

coverings,  vehicle 
upholstery

Clothing f ibres,  
food containers, 

speed humps
Easy

Polystyrene 
(PS)

Some yoghurt pots, 
takeaway boxes, 
plastic cutlery, 

protective packaging, 
insulation

As more packaging Diff icult

Other

This includes other 
forms of plastic 

including composites, 
such as salad bags 
and crisp packets

Goes to landf i l l Very diff icult

Most commonly used plastics
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https://www.oprl.org.uk
https://www.wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/Polymer-Choice-and-Recyclability-Guidance.pdf


PACKING A PUNCH ON PACKAGING
Scottish Sea Farms: binning polystyrene 
Scottish Sea Farms is one of Scotland’s leading growers of 
farmed salmon, exporting to over 24 countries worldwide. 

In 2017,  supported by a grant f rom Scottish Enterprise, 
it  introduced bulk bins to its M&S deliveries,  replacing 
polystyrene boxes with a returnable and reusable 
alternative.  In two years,  it  replaced 780,000 polystyrene 
boxes,  saving an estimated 4 ,100 tonnes of CO2. Using bulk 
bins not only el iminates more plastic ,  it  reduces the carbon 
used in production,  processing and transport . 

Borders Biscuits:  getting shot of plastic 
Borders Biscuits ,  a 35-year-old business based in 
Lanarkshire,  redesigned its packaging to reduce the 
amount of plastic by 90%. The project took two years 
to complete and was part of a wider investment into 
products and processes. 

As a result ,  the company is going to save 537 tonnes 
of CO2 equivalent emissions f rom the packaging 
manufacturing process and wil l  reduce the number  
of vehicles needed to transport its products by 50%. 

Green Grow Foods: packing taste f rom waste 
Green Grow Club takes food waste l ike coffee grains and 
grows oyster mushrooms, and then uses the mushroom  
root structures to develop plastic f ree eco-packaging. 

It  believes that in future al l  food packaging and polystyrene 
replacements could be made f rom mushrooms, making 
them fully compostable and marine l i fe f riendly. 

Green Grow Club has got other people excited about 
mushroom roots too:  it  won Climate Launchpad, the biggest 
eco-start-up competition in the world,  and took top prize  
at Scotland’s entrepreneurial  competition,  Scottish Edge. 

Case study
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Switching to 
compostable 
plastics
There’s practical 
advice for businesses 
on using, choosing, 
labell ing and 
communicating about 
compostable plastics 
on the WRAP website

Biodegradable, 
compostable and 
bio-based plastics
The UK government 
ran a consultation in 
2019 on standards for 
these plastics,  and it 
wil l  give you an idea 
of some of the major 
issues and questions 
here.  You can f ind out 
more here 

The Deposit 
Return Scheme
The Scottish 
Parliament has passed 
into law the Deposit 
Return Scheme which 
will  come into force in 
July 2022. Be aware it 
will  include online 
retailers as well as 
physical retailers and 
hospitality outlets. So if  
you operate in these 
sectors, it will  affect 
you. It applies to drinks 
containers made of 
aluminium, steel,  glass 
and PET plastic.  Follow 
progress here 

Packaging for 
people, planet and 
prof its
A sustainabil ity 
checklist f rom 
the Food & Drink 
Federation – it  wil l 
certainly give you great 
insight into the role 
of packaging f rom the 
point of production to 
the consumer,  and the 
considerations to think 
about if  redesigning 
packaging

General advice and 
support
Zero Waste Scotland 
offers f ree one-to-one 
support for businesses 
on how to reduce 
waste and use fewer 
resources. 

Call  on 01786 433 930 
or visit  Zero Waste 
Scotland

Want to 
know more?

I f  you’re keen to do further research on packaging 
and plastics,  here are some more places to look.
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http://www.wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/Considerations-for-compostable-plastic-packaging.pdf
http://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/standards-for-biodegradable-compostable-and-bio-based-plastics-call-for-evidence
http://www.depositreturnscheme.zerowastescotland.org.uk/scheme-design
https://www.fdf.org.uk/publicgeneral/Packaging-checklist.pdf
https://www.fdf.org.uk/publicgeneral/Packaging-checklist.pdf
https://www.fdf.org.uk/publicgeneral/Packaging-checklist.pdf
https://www.fdf.org.uk/publicgeneral/Packaging-checklist.pdf
http://www.zerowastescotland.org.uk/FoodDrink/AdviceandSupport
http://www.zerowastescotland.org.uk/FoodDrink/AdviceandSupport



