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Rapidly increasing recycled
content in our plastic
packaging – 5 quick wins

INTRODUCTION

T

he South African Plastics Pact (SA Plastics Pact)
is a collaborative pre-competitive initiative
that brings together key stakeholders from the
local plastics value chain, including businesses, the
South African government, Producer Responsibility
Organisations (PROs), NGOs and other key players to
tackle plastic waste and pollution at its source.
As the SA Plastics Pact, we aim to stimulate industry-led
innovation, dialogue and collaboration to create new
business models, generate job opportunities, and unlock
barriers to move towards a circular economy for plastic,
with improved economic, environmental and societal
outcomes. The SA Plastics Pact has four concrete 2025
targets to drive action towards a circular economy
for plastics, covering elimination of problematic and
unnecessary plastics, circular design for all plastic
packaging, increased recycling rate for plastics and
increased recycled content in new packaging.

The fourth target specifically is to reach an
average of 30% recycled content across all
members’ plastic packaging by 2025. The aim of
this target is to encourage closed-loop recycling
of plastic packaging, maintaining high material
quality and value in the economy as well as
increasing the demand for recycled material,
which would then boost the recycling rate to
achieve the 70% input recycling rate of Target 3.
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Why do we need to increase recycled content in our packaging?
In South Africa today, there is limited demand for
recycled content in new packaging, with recycled
content mostly concentrated in plastic bags, HDPE
crates and PET bottles. However, there is good
potential to rapidly increase the inclusion of recycled
content in these and other packaging formats. By
increasing demand, the value of plastic packaging at
the end of its first life will also increase, encouraging
higher collection rates and a higher recycling rate in
the country. We acknowledge that some of the plastic
packaging today is currently being recycled to produce
other types of products (non-packaging), and we do
believe this open-loop recycling is complementary to
help us reach our targets.
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Currently more than half of the plastic packaging
used in South Africa is not being recycled at all, which
means there is an opportunity to grow and increase the
collection and processing of this material, which today
is waste, into packaging and non-packaging products.
Both closed- and open-loop demand for recycled
content are needed to increase to reach the 70%
recycling rate. The SA Plastics Pact efforts will focus
primarily in encouraging closed-loop recycling.
This report identifies the quick wins to enable closed
loop recycling; turning packaging waste into new
packaging products.

KEY DEFINITIONS

What is considered recycled content?
By recycled content we refer to the proportion, by mass, of post-consumer recycled
material in a product or packaging. ISO14021’s usage of the term clarifies
post-consumer material as “material generated by households or by commercial,
industrial and institutional facilities in their role as end users of the product which
can no longer be used for its intended purpose. This includes returns of material
from the distribution chain”. 1

What is meant by closed-loop recycling?
Closed-loop recycling refers to “mechanical recycling in closed loops. This is the most
value-preserving form of recycling. Mechanical recycling keeps polymers intact
and hence preserves more value than chemical recycling, where polymers
are broken down. Closed-loop mechanical recycling keeps the quality of the
materials at a similar level by cycling materials into the same application
(e.g. from PET bottle to PET bottle) or into applications requiring materials of
similar quality. As such, mechanical closed-loop recycling not only preserves
the value of the material, but also maintains the range of possible applications
in future, additional loops”. 2

What is meant by open-loop recycling?
Open-loop recycling refers to “mechanical recycling in open loops (‘cascading’).
Given the inherent quality loss during mechanical recycling, closed-loop mechanical
recycling cannot continue indefinitely. Open-loop recycling plays an important
role as well. In open-loop mechanical recycling, polymers are also kept intact,
but the degraded quality and/or material properties require applications with
lower demands. Cascading to the highest-value applications each cycle could help
maximise value preservation and the number of possible loops. Recycling of plastics
into the same or similar-quality applications should be prioritised”. 3

Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2019). Global Commitment Definitions.
www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/assets/downloads/13319-Global-Commitment-Definitions.pdf
2
Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2016). The New Plastics Economy.
www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/assets/downloads/EllenMacArthurFoundation_TheNewPlasticsEconomy_20-1-16.pdf
3
Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2016). The New Plastics Economy
www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/assets/downloads/EllenMacArthurFoundation_TheNewPlasticsEconomy_20-1-16.pdf
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PROCESS
In order to develop this list, the SA Plastics Pact, through its Target 4 working group, which includes brand owners,
virgin plastic produces, plastics converters, PROs, plastic recyclers, government and industry experts, took the
following steps:
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The current percentage of recycled content in the primary types of polymer and pack formats placed on
the market by SA Plastics Pact members was evaluated.

For each packaging format, the various technical and market barriers to increasing recycled content, as
well as opportunities, were assessed.

For identifying quick wins for increasing recycled content in plastic packaging, the formats were
prioritized based on the following criteria:
a. Market size – the current tonnage placed on the market in South Africa, to determine which
formats could accommodate the greatest tonnage of recycled content.
b. Based on the barrier analysis, formats with the potential to rapidly increase use of recycled content
were selected.

Once the 5 quick wins were selected, a 2025 target and an interim 2023 milestone was defined for each
packaging format, and actions specified to reach these targets.

FACTORS CONSIDERED

To increase the inclusion of recycled content in new packaging, we need to understand the opportunities and the
potential barriers preventing it from happening today and then identify the actions needed to overcome these
barriers. These are the 6 factors that we analysed when developing this document.

DESIGN
The recyclability of a packaging type depends largely on its design. By designing
packaging in a certain way (i.e., colours, materials, additives, etc.) we can ensure it
will be recycled and included in new packaging. For instance, coloured packaging
cannot be recycled into clear packaging. Therefore, it is of less value and difficult
to include in new products.
TECHNICAL AND TECHNOLOGICAL
Packaging requires certain physical properties to be able to fulfil its purpose. In
some cases, there are technical barriers for the inclusion of recycled content,
because it may affect the physical properties of the packaging.
COLLECTION
To produce recycled content, there needs to be a consistent and reliable input
of material of a certain quality and characteristics. The effective collection
of high-quality material is key to enable the inclusion of recycled content in
new packaging.
RECYCLING CAPACITY
The recycled material available to be included in new packaging depends on the
recycling capacity. It is important to have reliable feedstock of recycled material to
avoid production risks for packaging to contain a minimum recycled content.
COST
To include recycled content in new packaging, not only does the cost of the
recycled material need to be considered but also any costs related to new
equipment which is sometimes needed when using the recycled content.
WILL
For there to be an inclusion of recycled content, brands need to demand and be
willing to use it in their products. Sometimes products with recycled content look
different than brand expectations and there needs to be a higher awareness and
acceptance of this.
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THE 5 QUICK WINS
1

Increase incorporation of rPET in PET bottles

CURRENT SITUATION: KEY BARRIERS AND OPPORTUNITIES.
Opportunities
• PET beverage bottles are currently widely collected.
• There was an increase of 12000 tonnes additional capacity in 2021.
Challenges
• The use of green and amber coloured PET bottles cannot be used to produce transparent rPET for
bottle-to-bottle recycling and therefore reduces the availability of material to increase recycled content in PET
beverage bottles.
• PVC/PET shrink sleeves on PET bottles contaminates the PET recycling stream, reducing the
availability of high quality rPET.
• The supply of recycled material is a barrier to increased recycled content. The quality and quantity of
collected PET to be recycled needs to be improved to increase the incorporation of rPET into new
beverage bottles.
• Separation at source is critical to increase collection and enable the production of more high-quality rPET.
• There is a collection constraint due to the COVID-19 pandemic, as there is no (or much lower)
collection from events and hospitality.

15%

25%

15% rPET in all PET bottles
by the end of 2023.

25% rPET in all PET bottles
by the end of 2025.

TARGET AND
MILESTONES

ACTIONS NEEDED

DESIGN
Businesses commit to replace the use of coloured with transparent PET bottles.
Businesses commit to eliminating PVC and PET shrink sleeves on PET bottles.
COLLECTION
Support separation at source initiatives to ensure higher collection rates of PET
bottles.Consider the use of Deposit-Return Schemes (DRS) in key areas to increase
recovery of PET bottles.
RECYCLING CAPACITY
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Businesses commit to ramp up rPET consumption in 2021 and onwards.
At least 1 more rPET bottle grade plant is necessary by 2025.
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THE QUICK WINS

Increase use of recycled content in clear LDPE
(mattress and furniture shrouds)

CURRENT SITUATION: KEY BARRIERS AND OPPORTUNITIES.
Opportunities
• Most clear LDPE collected currently is post-industrial. This clean, clear, and unprinted material
has a high value.
• Because the input material is high value it can be used with little cleaning / processing
• Inclusion of recycled content in clear LDPE is technically feasible.
Challenges
• rLDPE is currently mostly used in garbage bags and blended for use in retail bags, however, very little is used in
clear LDPE applications.
• By including rLDPE, the clarity will be slightly affected.
• There is a limited supply of rLDPE.
• There is a limited demand for including rLDPE in clear LDPE applications.

32%

40%

32% rLDPE in clear LDPE
applications by the end of 2023.

40% rLDPE in clear LDPE
applications by the end of 2025.

TARGET AND
MILESTONES

ACTIONS NEEDED

COLLECTION
Need to increase collection beyond commercial and industrial material to satisfy
demand into clear LDPE as well as the refuse bag market.
COLLECTION
Capacity for producing rLDPE needs to increase.

WILL
Businesses commit to including rLDPE in clear LDPE applications.
Increase awareness on the feasibility of increasing / including rLDPE in clear LDPE
applications.
Generate consumer awareness on the benefits of using recycled content and
explaining that clarity will be affected because of it.
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3

Increase rPP in PP crates

CURRENT SITUATION: KEY BARRIERS AND OPPORTUNITIES.
Opportunities
• Inclusion of recycled content in PP Crates is technically feasible and many already have
recycled content.
• Returnable nature of crates makes it easier to collect and recycle them in a closed loop.
Challenges
• There is a lack of demand to increase recycled content further than it already is.
• The shortage of material to be recycled can limit the amount of recycled content available.
• There is an issue with ownership of the crates that can prevent them from being recycled unless brands recycle
their own crates.
• There is potential UV damage that affects the color and may ultimately limit the maximum amount of recycled
content that can be included.
• There is a slow decline in crates as businesses are moving towards one-way packaging because of cost savings.

25%30%

35%

25-30% rPP in PP crates by the
end of 2023.

35% rPP in PP crates by the
end of 2025.

TARGET AND
MILESTONES

ACTIONS NEEDED

COLLECTION
Identify new sources of material to increase availability of rPP for crates (i.e.
margarine tubs, etc)
WILL
Businesses commit to increase recycled content in their crates.
Businesses commit to deliver their crates to be recycled into new crates.
*HD crates already have a high percentage recycled content. It is possible to increase the percentage recycled
content. As crates are often used in a returnable system, there is good potential to reuse the crates over multiple life
cycles, with broken crates becoming recycled content in new crates.
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Increase recycled content in monolayer LLDPE pallet wrap

CURRENT SITUATION: KEY BARRIERS AND OPPORTUNITIES.
Opportunities
• It is technically feasible to include recycled content in LLDPE pallet wrap as clarity should not
be a requirement.
• The main sources of material are currently industrial and commercial, which means there is good
quality, clean material available.
• There are no identified barriers in design or available technology.
Challenges
• There is a lack of demand for recycled content in pallet wrap
• Collection of material can be improved to increase inﬂow of material to be recycled.
• The strength requirements of the wrap need to be maintained.

25%30%

40%

25-30% rLDPE in monolayer LLDPE
pallet wrap by the end of 2023.

40% rLDPE in monolayer LLDPE
pallet wrap by the end of 2025

TARGET AND
MILESTONES

ACTIONS NEEDED

WILL
Increase business awareness about the feasibility of including recycled content in
monolayer LLDPE pallet wrap.
Increase acceptance in businesses for reduced clarity caused by recycled content.
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5

Increase use of rHDPE in Home and Personal Care bottles

CURRENT SITUATION: KEY BARRIERS AND OPPORTUNITIES.
Opportunities
• If collection systems access high quality material, rHDPE trades at significant discount compared to
virgin HDPE. However, if additives are required for odour neutralizing then this gap is reduced.
Challenges
• The use of coloured HDPE bottles is a challenge because colour cannot be removed and the recycled material is
dark grey in colour. This cannot be used to produce transparent or even most colours in new bottes.
• To include higher percentages of rHDPE in home and personal care HPC bottles, bottle weight may
need to change.
• There are technical barriers associated with the different melt ﬂow rates of virgin HDPE and rHDPE, which may
result in some production issues that require slowing down the line and increasing wall thicknesses (resulting
in heavier containers), as well as investment in additional machinery such as inline leak detectors.
• The quality of collected material for recycling is inconsistent.
• Currently HDPE from Fast-Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) is collected, which is high quality material, and is
recycled to produce rHDPE used in non-packaging products. These products will compete with HPC bottles for
the high-quality input material.
• There is limited availability of rHDPE at the required quality (colour and odour).
• Currently there is a lack of demand for recycled content in HPC bottles, mainly because it does not fulfil brand
expectations in terms of appearance and sometimes odour of the bottles with recycled content.

TARGET AND
MILESTONES
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15%

25%

15% rHDPE in all Home and Personal
Care bottles by the end of 2023

25% rHDPE in all Home and Personal
Care bottles by the end of 2025.

ACTIONS NEEDED

DESIGN
Businesses commit to replace the use of coloured HDPE with white/natural HDPE.

COLLECTION
Improved separation at source to recover more high-quality HDPE for recycling.

RECYCLING CAPACITY
To produce the additional tonnes of rHDPE to include in HPC bottles the capacity
for high-quality rHDPE supply needs to increase.
Partnerships need to be built between brands and recyclers to encourage the
investment in increased capacity for rHDPE production.
Converters need to invest in multi-layer equipment for future applications to allow
inclusion of rHDPE in inner layers.
Collaboration with PROs is needed to increase capacity of rHDPE production.
WILL
Businesses commit to gradually increase use of rHDPE in HPC bottles, starting with
applications that do not contain corrosive content and are not personal care products.
Brands engage with consumers to encourage acceptance of less perfect colours in HPC
bottles.
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MEMBERS’ PROGRESS TOWARDS TARGET 4
Designing for the next life
Target 4 also means designing your packaging for its next life. Two of our members made important steps to preserve
the value of their packaging at the end of its first life to make it more likely that the packaging will be recycled.

Sprite was iconic in the green bottle, right? But
green PET beverage bottles cannot be recycled back
into bottles, and as a result have a lower value. This
results in lower collection rates.
The new clear bottle results in high value PET ﬂake
at the end of life, and the clear ﬂake can be recycled
back into a beverage bottle.Well done Coke! This
design principle of keeping packaging as clear,
natural or white as possible will help us achieve
our Target 4.

Caps on milk bottles and even the bottles
themselves are traditionally viewed by
marketers as a means to differentiate their
product. However, these coloured bottles and
components mean that the recycled material
has a lower value. We cannot take colour out
of the plastic.

SPAR has made the bold move to change
their caps to white, preserving the quality
of the plastic to give it the best chance of
being recycled into a high-value product.

Therefore, coloured recycled plastic has a
lower value and can only be included in dark
coloured packaging or products in its next life.

Increasing recycled content – driving recycling in South Africa
Organics 1 Litre shampoo and conditioner bottles are now made with 96% recycled high
density polyethylene plastic (rHDPE). The bottles had previously included 25%
rHDPE, but in keeping with Unilever’s commitment to reduce its dependence
on virgin plastics further research was done, resulting in the new, higher
rHDPE content bottles. The rHDPE is obtained through a mechanical
recycling process of grinding, washing, separating, drying, re-granulating,
and compounding which produces high-quality rHDPE suitable for use in
personal care packaging. The rHDPE used in the organics bottles is sourced
from within South Africa and many tests are done on the material and bottle
to ensure that it performs just as well as the bottles made from virgin HDPE. The
increase in rHDPE content means that the use of virgin fossil fuel derived plastic is reduced
overall by more than 150 tonnes each year.
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NEXT STEPS

The lack of demand for recycled content in most plastic streams has resulted in South Africa’s recycling rate
stagnating over the last three years. However, with increasing brand commitments through initiatives like
the South African Plastics Pact, there is a greater recognition of the need to increase recycled content in our
packaging.
A further incentive to increase demand is the promulgation of South Africa’s first mandatory extended producer
responsibility (EPR) regulations on 5 November 2020, amended on 5 May 2021. The regulations include collection
and recycling targets, many of which cannot be achieved without driving demand in both closed-loop and openloop recycling. Closed-loop recycling results in less market ﬂuctuations in the price of recycled material, as supply
and demand are closely linked.
A study by WWF South Africa4 in partnership with the South African Recyclers’ Organisation (SAPRO) and the SA
Plastics Pact, highlighted brand owners as the key inﬂuencers in driving demand for recycled content.

What is the Target 4
action group working on?
• Initiatives to drive brand owner leadership
and action.
• Engaging with global funders to break down
local barriers, such as technology availability
or the lack of large-scale demonstration of
feasibility in South Africa.

Van Os, E. and De Kock, L. 2021. Plastics: From recycling to (post-consumer) recyclate: Industry views on barriers and opportunities in South Africa.
WWF South Africa, Cape Town, South Africa.
4
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To sign up to the Pact, or to find out more

CONTACT US

linkedin.com/company/green-cape

Kirsten Barnes (kirsten@greencape.co.za)
Oliver Bonstein (oliver@greencape.co.za)

saplasticspact.org.za

