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European Flexographic 
Industry Association
The European Flexographic Industry Association 
(EFIA) hosted its inaugural breakfast meeting to 
discuss the sustainability challenges facing the 
flexographic supply chain at the Hotel Football, 
Manchester on Friday 28th September.

Consisting of a panel to lead the debate, including 
the Smurfit Kappa Group (SKG) UK Market Director, 
Jason Peckham, Nick Smith CEO of Parkside Flexibles 
and Ian Schofield, Head of Packaging at Iceland, the 
event attracted over 70 delegates from across the 
flexographic printing industry. 

The luminary panel was joined by Olga Munroe, 
Head of The Retail Institute, and Richard Mckinlay, 
Head of Circular Economy at Axion and chaired 
by Sanjay Patel of The Packaging Collective, 
formerly of Coca Cola.

With bacon sandwiches and coffee in hand, 
Chairman of EFIA & Managing Director 
of Bobst UK & Ireland, Neil Jones, opened 
the event with a call to action for the flexo 
industry to join together to create an action 
plan and strategy to manage the media’s 
‘Blue Planet Effect’ on the industry, 
which is creating both opportunities 
and challenges for the sector.



Chair, Sanjay Patel opened the debate by reflecting the mood 
of many in the room commenting that there is a lack of momentum 
on the sustainability topic, poor coordination amongst key stakeholders 
- including manufacturers, media, DEFRA and NGOs - and that 
the industry needs to ‘move the dial’ on innovation in order 
to take the industry forward.

Nick Smith congratulated EFIA on the turnout at the event and for taking 
the lead in what is a complex and fast moving situation. He confirmed 
that Parkside is today a packaging solutions provider rather than a basic 
converter and a leader in innovative compostable solutions, which are 
pulling on new consumer trends in the UK market.

The chair posed a question to the panel: What is the biggest 
challenge to bringing new materials to the market place 
to meet the sustainability challenge? 

Nick Smith commented that he felt the current price points of many new 
materials, due to basic volume economics, compared with the current UK 
market standards, made it very difficult for producers and converters to 
drive change. The UK retail market is highly competitive and price points 
are very sensitive. Bringing new solutions can be tricky. 

Mr. Smith stated that he was interested in where 
the Government might go to make the price 
point more relevant for today’s market.
Richard McKinlay, who is active in the development of the circular 
economy working on projects in recycling of automotive and waste 
electronics, as well as recycling of flexible packaging, felt that there 
was a lot of consumer misunderstanding of what can, and cannot, 
be recycled which doesn’t help.

Having recently completed the large Reflex project with the likes of 
Interflex Group and Amcor, it was made clear from that project that 
a huge amount of material is actually recyclable. Only 20% of laminated, 
mixed plastic, flexible packaging is unrecyclable, which creates 
a huge amount of opportunity. Inks and coatings are also fine 
in the recycling process too. 

Mr. McKinlay outlined that the barrier to progress is the recycling 
infrastructure in the UK. Recyclers need to make money and need 
markets for the recycled product in the first place to drive the 
recycling structure investment. His view was that subsidies 
were going to be needed to change the game. 

Lack of coordination 
& collaboration

Multiple barriers exist to change



Working for one of the world’s largest paper based manufacturing 
organisations – Jason Peckham of SKG stated the company was 
passionate about sustainability. 

“We need to minimise the amount of materials used in the process 
in the first place – create a purer waste stream – and create a more 
effective waste management process.  

“As a paper packaging company, and as an industry, the paper sector 
has been successful and has recovery rates of over 90%. We should be 
using the least amount of packaging as possible. With the end state 
in mind i.e. the disposal route, we therefore would reduce litter. 

“Greed and consumerism has allowed this to happen in the world 
of disposable packaging. Good low cost packaging for many is the 
solution. The younger generation in particular care more about the 
planet and we as an industry need to provide the right materials, 
at the right time for the right products,” concluded Mr. Peckham.

Olga Munroe of The Retail Institute, a research centre based at 
Leeds Beckett University, outlined the role of the Institute to act as 
an independent unit to help businesses with knowledge transfer from 
academia. She stated: “A negative perception of packaging and 
pressure now exists as a result of ‘The Blue Planet Effect’ and the 
purpose of this momentum is very honourable. We therefore have 
a moral obligation to work with society to do what we can.”

Ms. Munroe went on to outline key statistics from WRAP 
on plastics waste, recycling in the UK and food waste: 
See wrap.org.uk for further information.

Purer waste streams 
are the way forward

Everybody 
in the room 
knows that it’s 
a very dynamic 
industry at the 
moment, creating 
challenges & 
opportunities 
for the industry 
to work more 
collaboratively.

© WRAP UK



She continued: “Householders are the main cause of food waste but 
consumers do not consider food waste as a major environmental issue. 
Households are wasting 500K MT of meat each year – pigs, livestock, 
and cattle – raised, purchased and not consumed. This is a moral issue 
and creates 15% of global gas emissions. A huge issue and not solved.”

The EU has been innovating in circular economy for a while and has 
an action plan including finding alternative feedstocks, lowering reliance 
on fossil fuels, creating a recycling infrastructure and encouraging 
collection – lots of actions that need to be enacted at a societal level. 
This is a challenge and opportunity. 

Ian Schofield, Iceland, stated “Blimey what a journey we’re on!” 
Mr. Schofield, when attending UMIST, researched the replacement 
of cellulose with plastics in packaging and now his role 
is focussed on removing it. 

He also talked about the day that Iceland 
announced it was going ‘plastic free’ the 
company received 3bn ‘touches’ to the 
business that day, reflecting the interest 
and importance of the topic to consumers.  
Mr. Schofield stated that Iceland is a disruptor in the truest sense, even 
though they only have 2.5% market share, and today have direct contact 
with Michael Gove, Secretary of State for The Environment, Food & Rural 
Affairs, on a weekly basis as a result of their sustainability strategy. 

He also talked about the fact that Iceland had 16,000 tonnes of plastic 
packaging to remove from the business; 2500 tonnes had already gone 
and another 500 MT would be gone before Christmas; a great result 
for the retailer leading the way for others in the sector.

Foodwaste is a major 
environmental issue

How do you 
compel and 
tackle an issue 
at that level? 

The Retail Institute is 
committed to developing 
a position on the future 
of packaging. 

Ms Munroe questioned 
the audience:



Sanjay Patel questioned Ian Schofield: “Consumers need to be part 
of the journey whatever the material –what is Iceland doing 
to educate the consumer?”

Mr. Schofield stated that Iceland had wanted to do it for the consumer 
but it had become so much more. Iceland is training all their staff on 
packaging materials and communicating to its customers regularly but not 
in a scientific way; a way they could understand. Just like the carrier bag 
change, all retailers need to get involved in these tactics to reduce plastics. 
“It’s simply the right thing to do”, he stated.

Nick Smith responded that he, for example, had got involved at his 
children’s school who were part of an Environmental Schools Programme. 
“It’s important because our kids are more aware and we need to educate 
them on the importance of reuse and recycling.”

Jason Peckham commented that understanding and communicating 
with the consumer is critical as its inhibiting change in the industry.

There was then a large debate on education and making it a lot 
simpler for consumers to understand the basics of packaging. 

Joanna Stephenson, MD of PHD Marketing and EFIA Board member, 
talked about the fact that the Daily Mail was currently educating British 
consumers, often with misinformation on the role of plastics and packaging 
and that the industry, without one voice representing its needs, was letting 
this happen. 

She commented that Facebook was disappointingly but powerfully 
affecting the disposal and eradication of plastic straws and contact lenses 
rather than real, effective change being made on the things that matter.

For me it needs 
to start at primary 
school. Explaining 
to people what 
the plastics are. 
Start young. 
Recycling. 
How can we 
do that as 
an industry?

Education is key 

The chair then switched 
gears and talked about 
the need for education. 



Packaging waste is the issue, not just plastics, 
and yet this is largely being ignored.

Led by Sanjay Patel, there was a general consensus that the industry and 
its key stakeholders ‘need to be big and grown up’ and most importantly, 
retailer agnostic, material agnostic and strategy agnostic to enact real 
effective change. Packaging is successful and ubiquitous but we need 
to understand the implications of some of the things that we’re doing.

Nick Smith responded that the sector can make packaging recyclable 
but the government has to take a role to force change and affect 
consumer behaviour. “There isn’t a real market for recycled plastics 
today nor an intention to recycle it from consumers, due to the lack 
of clarity and understanding about what can and cannot be recycled. 
There needs to be a collaborative approach to recycling otherwise 
we will only recycle the basics.”

“Consumers need to be confident to put everything in the waste stream 
and let the industry tackle what gets through the process, that way 
we can elevate the situation” added Mr. McKinlay.

“Polyester bottles are being made with different materials. It’s not clear 
what the standard is. Will Government be the main body responsible 
for this? It’s difficult to understand which technology is going to win 
out or which standard,” stated a member of the audience.

Mr. McKinlay quickly retorted that perhaps it’s not the best idea 
to let the Government decide what to do, when the industry knows best. 
The OPRL industry initiative can drive standardisation. It’s difficult today 
because of the number of schemes that now exist. However, joining 
these initiatives provides companies with the guidelines 
they need to drive the industry forward.

There is a challenge of fragmentation 
and lobbying needed to create the right 
direction for the industry. People are making 
investments in packaging design to become 
more sustainable but the infrastructure isn’t 
keeping up, which will cause more problems.

The industry needs one voice

Who really is responsible 
for recycling? 



If taxation is created then it does not seem unreasonable to expect 
that accrued tax to benefit the recycling infrastructure. Without markets 
for the resulting recycled materials, we are never going to win 
so it makes sense to invest in the market.

A significant discussion then ensued regarding DRS systems – 
whether they are a good or bad solution to the current situation? 

The point was made that it will take £1.4 
Billion to implement reverse vending systems 
throughout the UK retail market but will only 
secure £300 million value in returned materials. 
How can this be sustainable? If there is no roadmap in terms of ROI, 
will the Government step in? No one is saying DRS is a bad thing, upping 
collection rates is the right thing to do but there has to be a way to fund 
this strategy and end markets to buy the materials which doesn’t seem 
to be part of the strategy.

Ian Schofield commented that Iceland had piloted DRS in some UK stores, 
giving shoppers 10p back to spend in the shop on their Iceland card if 
they recycled. 90% of the products involved came back in to the store, 
which showed it changed consumer behaviour. However, the panel chair 
countered the argument suggesting that while kerbside collections today 
have a high recovery rate, what happens to this when general product 
is going back at the store level. Do we have consumers chasing 
bin lorries to make money and picking up litter?

The debate then moved to address the privileged position western 
economies find themselves in. We have choices that drive convenience 
driven solutions and yet two billion of the world’s population are seeking 
fresh food and water, never mind water delivered in a convenient format 
i.e. the PET bottle. 

We mustn’t forget this and indeed, whilst seeking more sustainable 
packaging solutions we must not be eroding the world’s ability 
to grow crops and feed the starving, while morally thinking 
we are doing something good ‘growing’ our packaging.

Mr. Schofield made the point that today we are actually growing our forest 
environments globally, despite media concern. Three trees are being grown 
for every one being cut down. 

It is clear that we cannot grow crops for packaging but as is the case 
today but not reported, that we should use the waste from crops 
to feed the materials needed in the packaging industry. 

‘Natural’ packaging materials 
vs food crops – no debate

Tax incentives & DRS systems

it’s not about a 
war on plastics, 
but a war on 
litter. It’s about 
packaging. 
Lets focus 
on collecting, 
recycling and 
reusing.

All great ideas on how 
we can use waste 
from these sectors are 
welcomed and we’re 
learning every day on 
what to do but we 
cannot grow crops for 
packaging; we need 
to use the waste. That 
would be morally wrong. 
He also added that:

Mr. Schofield:



Natural doesn’t always mean 
environmentally friendly
A discussion ensued on the use of ‘natural packaging’. It is clear that 
consumers are confused. Just because a product or packaging is made 
from natural matter, does not mean it’s environmentally friendly. 

Many so-called natural materials do not compost or degrade at less 
than 60’ and therefore will not disappear in the environment. They have 
the potential to create litter problems. The creation of clear paper was 
proposed as a way to satisfy the needs of product presentation, 
while encompassing the benefits of a fibre based material; 
an innovation to be considered.

The question was posed by the chair as to what is the biggest barrier to 
achieving the goals the packaging and print industry wants to achieve? 
What are the things that are going to trip us up in achieving our goals?

The key is communication. The industry going off in different directions 
is a failure. Consensus is needed. Not communicating correctly 
or divisively is a problem. We have to coordinate around one 
message and put forward a consistent message for the industry.

Ian Schofield admitted that he, his company, retailers and the industry, 
are going to make mistakes. He needs to eradicate plastics in icecream 
in the next year. We are therefore going to be printing materials that might 
not be here in the next five years. Iceland is being a trailblazer and admits 
that they will make mistakes. They need a clear conscious and designs 
are going to shift, the materials are going to shift, and that’s ok. 
Change will be normal.

Barriers to change

A poll of the audience was taken by the Chair on their willingness to 
collaborate with competitors, based on a cost neutral basis, to change 
the game for the overall industry. The result indicated that only 20% 
of the industry is willing to share its ‘better’ technology, 
even on a cost neutral basis.

Sanjay Patel stated: “We (the print and packaging industry) are on the cusp 
of being thrown under the bus – we need to collaborate.”

Richard McKinlay made it clear that waste management companies make 
money off collecting waste and recycling it. They would still make money 
on moving it to landfill or incineration. It is in their interest to drive the 
recycling opportunity. They will be positive about DRS and happy 
with reuse models. It’s up to the industry to change.

Only 20% of attendees 
would collaborate



He felt, with the support of the audience, that we needed to elevate the issue 
and challenged the attendees to think about how you can be a responsible 
citizen to support a society of 7 billion people and growing.
 

	 We do have a moral obligation – 
	 a higher viewpoint – what about the 
	 people who can’t afford some of these 
	 choices that we’re debating today?

A new environmental and economic prosperity model was put forward– 
metrics for sustainable growth – The Michael Porter model for sustainability.

Retailers – are clearly trying to do the right thing and Mr. Schofield 
made it clear that their sustainability drive was not for profit. 
They were just trying to do the right thing.

Nick Smith commented that despite the lack of a cohesive approach, 
each company is doing its bit and its now up to us as an industry 
to drive consensus. Retailers and brands have to drive the direction 
based on consumer needs but if they led, then the industry 
could follow that consensus.

Sanjay Patel then made an impassioned speech regarding the role 
for The Packaging Collective, which is free to join and that EFIA 
should share the opportunity with its members. 85,000 people 
today work directly in the print industry in the UK but there 
is no home or single voice to represent its needs. 

What is the ‘North Star’ for the 
print & packaging industry now?
A diverse set of views
The audience challenged the 
panel as to what is the actual 
problem that we need to solve? 
What is the actual ‘North Star’ 
we need to be shooting at?

Ian Schofield said retailers need to 
go for one thing: “My North Star is 
cost neutral sustainable packaging. 
Our customers cannot afford 
to spend more on packaging. 
We need to keep food packaging 
cost neutral. Sustainable materials 
that cost more will not win out.”

Olga Munroe 
representing academia 
stated that the 
North Star should 
be preparing the 
packaging strategy 
for the future.
Jason Peckham stated that SKG 
had just launched a better planet 
packaging initiative – redesigning 
packaging to eradicate litter and 
that was the plan they would follow. 

See www.smurfitkappa.com/
sustainability/better-planet-
packaging

Sanjay Patel said that the industry 
needs to get back to basics and 
address why packaging exists in 
the first place. What is its purpose 
in the first place? People have 
forgotten the role of packaging. 

100% recovered and recycled 
is a goal and semantics around 
different materials is getting 
in the way in the middle. 



Fundamentally the packaging is designed to extend the shelf life 
of the product, keep it crispy, and stand out on shelf. 

Sustainable alternatives are available, however 
it’s the price point that becomes the blocker 
to change. Until the volume is there, 
the economics don’t work. 
The Coca Cola plant bottle initiative had the same problem. 
10% more volume was needed but stopped its adoption because the 
industry/players were not prepared to collaborate to get the economics 
to work. We need to shift the way we behave to get the changes we need.

A summary of the issues was made by 
Olga Munroe & Richard McKinlay:
	 •	 Food safety is clearly 
		  the most important thing
	 •	 Carbon footprint is the best metric
	 •	 Inevitably a product returns to the 
		  environment at some point, its just 
		  how long is what we’re debating

Until we come up with a material that gives the degradability
and shelf life that we want, then we’re stuck and should keep 
materials in circulation. Still using a degree of virgin until 
we don’t need it any more because we are getting the perfect 
performance from the recyclable product said Richard McKinlay.

A member of the audience finally 
challenged that there is a need to 
focus on product shelf life, with 
much consumer misunderstanding 
about the food waste issue.

Nick Smith of Parkside reiterated 
that the industry is doing a lot 
of work in innovating in shelf life 
enhancement, trying to deliver 
a better journey for the product 
and the consumer. Innovation 
is clearly key. 

The more we can do from an 
innovation perspective the better. 
Mr Smith would like to see more 
support from government to 
support these processes – 
cost down, light weighting, 
new materials, innovation, 
compostables etc.

Shelf life extension 
is critical according 
to the Retail Institute. 

We all agree its key. 
A general discussion was held on 
the role of academia and that a 
lot of money is being funded for 
R&D – but more R than D – and 
with many academic institutions 
working on projects not knowing 
actually how to commercialise 
the products they are working on, 
which is highly frustrating for the 
sector.

To summarise the problem, 
Sanjay Patel talked about the 
recent PepsiCo Walkers Crisps 
issue. Consumers are posting 
their Walkers crisps packets in the 
post back to the manufacturer to 
complain about the recyclability 
of the packaging. 

What about food waste & shelf life?



Acceptable home & industrial 
compostable packaging is available 
& commercialised 
Nick Smith then challenged this with the range of compostable products 
now being produced by Parkside that are OK Compost and Vincotte 
accredited, as well as ABA in Australia.
 

	 We can legitimately say that we have 
	 a compostable barrier laminate that 
	 can change the game.

Parkside has also completed its own marine/seawater testing to confirm 
that its products would degrade in seawater at appropriate temperatures, 
which they passed. 

Sanjay Patel refuted the value of compostable materials claiming 
that composting is not the solution due to the creation of methane 
production, reflecting the conflicting challenges the industry faces.

Finally, an audience member commented that Sanjay Patel, and The 
Packaging Collective, a new partner of EFIA, may not be the North Star, 
but they are certainly seeming to be a guiding light in terms of contact 
with the Government and providing direction and consistency. 

Neil Jones, EFIA Chairman, wrapped up the 
debate after nearly 2 hours of healthy discussion 
claiming that clearly the way forward for 
the industry was to:

	 •	 Collaborate
	 •	 Educate
	 •	 Legislate
	 •	 Innovate

A great way to close the event.

We need to 
address recycling 
and reusing. It is 
not about a war 
on plastics. 
- Jason Peckham, SKG

The industr y needs 
a single voice 
around sensible 
solutions. 
- Nick Smith, Parkside

We need sustainable 
materials which 
are cost neutral.  
- Ian Schofield, Iceland

For more information on this, 
or other EFIA breakfast meeting 
events, please visit efia.uk.com
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