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        Plastic 
The elephant in the room

            It’s man-made, it’s virtually
            indestructible and it symbolises
                   everything that’s wrong with our
          throwaway consumer culture. If only
                  the truth were that straightforward. 
               By Sam Knight
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Societies without 
sophisticated 
packaging lose half 
their food before it 
reaches consumers. 
In the UK, waste in 
our supply chains  
is about 3 per cent. 
In India, it is more 
than 50 per cent

(Clockwise from left): 
an early example of 
plastic packaging for 
Outdoor Girl talc from 
the 1950s; a Squezy 
detergent bottle from 
1956; and Ski yoghurt 
pots from 1963  

DICK SEARLE LIKES TO CALL HIM-
SELF MR PACKAGING.

Main types of plastic
Most plastics are polymers, made up of long chains of identical molecules. 
Depending on their structure, they exhibit a range of properties.
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IF, SLIGHTLY CHASTENED, WE ACCEPT THAT PLAS-
TIC PACKAGING IS EXCELLENT

If the rest of the 
world lived as 
Europe does, it 
would need three 
planets to sustain 
it. To consume our 
rightful share of 
resources, we must 
think in terms of 
radical reductions

(Above) Veolia’s John 
Collis deals with 
“recycling in the raw” .
The company’s site in 
Alton (right) handles 
85,000 tonnes of 
rubbish each year

The world’s first plastics were made 
from non-oil sources. John Osborn, 
an English craftsman working in 
Amsterdam, is credited with 
identifying the thermoplastic 
qualities of horn as early as the 
1620s. Cellulose, the most 
abundant organic compound on 
earth, is the main ingredient in 
cellophane, which was first used in 
Switzerland after its invention 
there in 1908. So why not return to 
biodegradable plastics?

Research into environmentally 
friendly, renewable polymers has 
been under way since the late 
1980s. Polylactic acid (PLA) and 
other starch-based polymers from 
sugar cane, potatoes, corn and 
wheat have emerged as the likeliest 
packaging materials, and 
worldwide renewable polymer 
production increased from 20,000 
tonnes a year in 1996 to nearly 
400,000 tonnes in 2006.

The National Non-Food Crops 
Centre, in York, which co-ordinates 
British research into renewable 
polymers, has forecast that  
biodegradable plastics could make 
up 10 per cent of the world’s 
$1,600bn polymer industry by 
2020. Sainsbury’s and The Co-op 
are committed to using  
biodegradable plastics, but Asda has 
decided not to after finding that 
only 5 per cent of UK households 
have compost heaps. And Innocent, 
the fruit drinks company,  
introduced bottles made from corn 
starch last year but stopped the trial 
because of confusion over how best 
to dispose of them.

But the real problem comes 
when biodegradable plastics are 
put in the recycling bin: they are 
nearly impossible to tell apart 
from oil-based plastics and can 
contaminate the recyclate, making 
it unusable. “It’s bloody di!cult,” 
says Francis Jackson, of Closed 
Loop Recycling, which will be 
Britain’s first recycler of food-grade 
quality PET when it opens in June. 
“People with the best intentions  
can actually be working in  
a counterproductive way.”

What about  
biodegradable  
packaging?

Where does our plastic waste go?
All types of plastic are recyclable, although the methods of doing so vary: there 
are six types commonly used to package household products.
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Consumer perceptions of packaging
Recent research by Marks & Spencer shows that consumer perceptions of 
overpackaging are often incorrect. For example, customers showed little 
concern about wine, which is the most heavily packaged product researched.

Sandwiches

Organics

Chilled 
meats

Confectionery

WinesBakery / deli

Savouries

Groceries / 
biscuit tins

Meat, fish  
and poultry

New frozen

Desserts

Basic  
produce
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I gave up   
plastic for Lent 
By Nikki Tait

SO WHERE DOES THAT LEAVE US? WHAT SHOULD WE BE CAMPAIGNING FOR?

“ Everyone is 
focusing on 
packaging because 
packaging is 
symbolic of what 
people perceive  
as wrong about  
our civilisation”

Steve Kelsey (above), 
who designs packaging 
(left) and tests new 
plastic technologies 
(right): “The reality 
is, we just don’t 
understand what we 
should do right now”
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What if, rather than give up plastic for Lent, you hoarded it? I knew the 
bottles would add up, and the yoghurt pots (though they get re-used), but 
my co"ee-lid, cutlery and water-cup turnover was scandalous. Rose Jacobs
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