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Following the success of the inaugural event in 
September 2018, the European Flexographic Industry 
Association (EFIA) hosted its second sustainability 
breakfast meeting on June 14th, 2019.

As a direct result of the earlier panel’s insight 
and discussion – which had concluded that the 
flexographic printing community must collaborate, 
innovate, legislate and educate to ensure the industry 
continues to keep up with social and market trends in 
relation to sustainability – the recent event addressed 
the need for education, both in the industry and for 
consumers, in order to meet the challenges of the 
‘Blue Planet Effect’.

The breakfast panel focussed on the education of 
customers and the unique challenges presented, as 
well as how the industry is educating and upskilling 
its own workforce to meet the needs of the future 
market environment.

Held at Elland Road football ground in Leeds, West 
Yorkshire, UK, the panel attracted representation 
from across the industry. Chaired by Ben Mitchell 
(The Retail Institute), the panel comprised William 
Walter (Bridgehead Communications), Mark Hawkins 
(Smurfit Kappa), Dave Daniels (National Flexibles), 
Rachel O’Connell (Key Recruitment) and Sarah 
Greenwood (North of England Packaging Society).

Chairman of EFIA & Managing Director of Bobst 
UK & Ireland, Neil Jones, kicked off proceedings by 
welcoming more than 60 delegates who would spend 
the morning discussing a flexo industry action plan 
and strategy to use education to address industry 
challenges around sustainability.

Introduction



Panel chair Ben Mitchell, research fellow at The Retail Institute 
at Leeds Beckett University, opened discussions by outlining the 
need for a two-pronged approach to education and sustainability.

He explained there are two distinct paths to navigate, beginning with how 
the industry can educate stakeholders, media, consumers and government 
about the value of what the industry achieves. 

“This activity would need to consider the complexity of technical aspects, 
and how, as experts, those within the industry can successfully get their 
message across,” said Ben.

“The second challenge is how to inform 
ourselves as an industry. It’s about how we 
recruit people and what education is required 
as we grow the industry.”

He explained that in considering these two paths, 
there were four topics that the meeting aimed to cover, 
namely how EFIA members could help to educate:

 1. Consumers
 2. Media
 3. Government
 4. Industry – particularly Flexographic

Education of Consumers, 
Media & Our Own Industry

It’s about 
how we recruit 
people and 
what education 
is required 
as we grow 
the industry



Consumers have relatively recently developed a strong detrimental 
view of packaging. The chair opened the debate by asking the 
panel: What do we need to do to move the consumer dial 
to a better understanding of the role of packaging?

Communications specialist William Walter said that part of the problem 
is the inability to separate the difficulties that the environment faces 
with plastic in oceans along with broader climate change. 
“I think from a consumer point of view, if you watch Blue Planet and see the 
albatross regurgitating a plastic bag, then the viewer thinks ‘plastic 
is objectively bad, I have to stop it getting into the ocean, I am going 
to stop using plastic,’ but there is a naiveté to this argument in that the 
majority is actually coming from the developing world, where the main 
problem is an absence of effective waste management,” he said.

He suggested that to overcome this there needs to be an industry-led 
campaign, the educational message has to come from a neutral 
spokesperson and as part of a grass roots, consumer-led 
organisation that advocates and conveys these points 
from a neutral, evidence-based perspective.

Mark Hawkins said that as Smurfit Kappa is from a paper board 
background, at present they were not being impacted by the challenges 
faced by the plastic industry. “By the same token we realise that 
paperboard packaging can’t replace plastic, so we need to work 
together. For us, it is a war on waste, not a war on plastic.

“One of the things we have done is a Blue Planet packaging initiative 
where, if you can see that it starts in the home and all of us change 
the way we work and use products, then we can encourage sustainability 
because at the end of the day, what you see in the oceans 
and on the streets, is litter. 

It is about finding recycling streams, which is starting to happen 
in cardboard and we need the same for plastic, but for local and 
national governments it is still extremely complicated with respect 
to what you can and can’t recycle.

Differentiate Between Plastic in the 
Ocean & Climate Change

Everyone in the Industry is InvolvedIt is a war 
on waste, 
not a war 
on plastic

CONSUMERS



Picking up from Mark’s point, Dave Daniels agreed the government has 
an important role to play. “We are all restricted to our kerbside collection 
and if we look at what is being recycled from our homes and businesses, 
flexibles aren’t one of them,” he said. “We all have this drive towards a 
polyethylene that is a completely recyclable product but is it collected 
and recycled from the kerbside? No, it isn’t. There is a lot of education 
that needs to go out to the consumer.

“The consumer isn’t going to be able to pick up a piece of film and tell 
what it is made out of. You can stick a label on it and tell people but there 
is a cost involved with that. There is also the question of what is going to 
happen to that label once you have done that! This is all about education 
and this is where we need to start,” said Dave, 

“not a counter-argument, but a documentary 
to provide information; to give information about 
all the different options that are available out 
there, what you can do with them and to 
actually educate people.”

“A lot of education comes from social media,” said Dave. “I see things 
on LinkedIn that are just impossible, but because you have read it, that 
becomes ‘the truth’ and that is the world we live in. For the youth of today, 
90% of what they learn will come from that method and we are not using 
it, we are not exploring it. Most people want to do the right thing but don’t 
know what the right thing is, only what they are being told. We need to try 
and pass that information across.”

Mixed Messages 
Lead to ConfusionThere is a lot 

of education 
that needs to 
go out to the 
consumer 

I see things on 
LinkedIn that are 
just impossible, 
but because 
you have read 
it, that becomes 
‘the truth’



Specialist recruiter Rachel O’Connell said that the reality of using 
no plastic packaging would have a massive impact on consumers 
but this was simply not being talked about.

“Ultimately the message being sent out by the retailer is to say ‘plastic is 
bad, we are going to reduce the plastic on the fruit and veg aisle’,” she 
said. “But the reality of no packaging at all has a massive impact and 
nobody is actually talking about that. Making it easier to understand the 
on-pack recycling label, is absolutely right. With respect, if you are not a 
packaging person then ‘widely recyclable’ simply doesn’t mean anything.

“It is easy to break a habit, but to install a new one you need to do 
it with a different generation,” said Rachel. 

“Your positive message needs to be from a 
trusted influencer. You have people like David 
Attenborough, who is the grandfather of the 
world, saying ‘don’t use plastic,’ but you have 
not got someone who is equally as trusted and 
respected on the side of the industry.”

Sarah Greenwood, from the North of England Packaging Society, 
agreed. “We need a Brian Cox or an Alice Roberts to do this for us,” 
she said. 

“I think, with apologies to most people in this 
room, someone who is under 30, someone 
young who can take it on and make 
it ‘rock and roll’.”
Sarah also referenced a charity called Wastebusters, which educates 
children in schools. “They acknowledge that school-age children have 
a really big influence over their parents, so you have the pester power 
and actually that is the age they are targeting - even pre-school children. 
Recycling is a very simple message.”

A Trusted Influencer is Needed 
to Make New Habits

Harness Pester Power 
to Achieve Change

The reality of 
no packaging 
at all has a 
massive impact

School-age 
children have 
a really big 
influence over 
their parents



Turning to the practicalities of a grass roots campaign, namely ideas 
about what the messages being conveyed to consumers by influencers 
and young children should actually be, William said the issue 
is clearly very important to consumers – and they want 
to be able to do something about it.

“Litter is an obvious way for the industry to provide consumers with 
an alternative mechanism to focus their attention and direct their anger 
towards” he said. “I think if there was a tougher approach to litter, if we 
could drive up public anger towards litter, I think it may help the industry 
not deflect from the issue but help to focus public attention on the source 
of the problem.”

Make Litter the Focus of Anger

If you make your 
packaging worth 
something to 
someone, they 
are not going 
to drop it

Cy Davies, from Saica Pack, suggested to the panel that the industry 
has missed an entire generation in terms of education, in that young 
people have been gathering their news and information from YouTube 
and other social media platforms for a relatively long time.

Rachel agreed: “We’re appealing to a different generation who are reading 
articles online,” she said. “If you follow the BPF on Twitter or LinkedIn, even 
with three social media people that are currently employed, you’ll see they 
just cannot keep up with the level of engagement.”

And she had a radical suggestion: “From my point of view, if you make 
your packaging worth something to someone, they are not going to drop it. 
I know there shouldn’t have to be but if there was an incentive, that would 
work. A person tossing their cup away would be more inclined to take it 
back to McDonald’s and get a voucher that will give them 50p off their next 
Big Mac, for example.”

The lively debate brought up the question of how cost and consumer 
interest would be driven not only by how environmentally-friendly any 
initiative is, but also whether it costs less and if it is the most convenient 
way of getting something done.

Lloyd Dicks, of Schur Flexibles, used the example of glass bottles to make 
a point about consumer habits. “There isn’t a refund and the average 
consumer knows that, but we don’t walk down the street and see glass 
littered, why is that?” he posited. “Because that is already a habit. People 
know there’s a value to it. Yes, you can argue that there’s a danger, it’s 
sharp, but importantly there’s an associated value and the consumer, for 
many generations, has been encouraged and trained to recycle glass.

Schools Can Play a Huge Role



Ben brought the section on the first topic to a close by segueing 
smoothly to the second, asking “What can we do to educate 
or influence the media?” 

Panellist Sarah kicked off the answers by reiterating the need for an 
advocate. “We need a champion who is media-friendly to exalt the 
benefits of packaging, so if anyone can think of someone that would be 
a good start! I think there needs to be something like the milk marketing 
board, if you remember them, but for packaging,” she said.

Dave was quick to agree with Sarah’s suggestion. “I would go further 
and say you have to target each of the age groups,” he said. 

“We need to try and address different 
generations at the same time: our children, 
ourselves and our parents. We have to try and 
find the right people to approach the topic at the 
right level and using all forms of media.”
“Everyone has their own agenda and that can go from the media to the 
manufacturers to the consumers, and what is right for one is totally 
wrong for the other,” he said. 

“I think having some sort of alignment 
in what we want to say is just as important 
as what we say.”

THE MEDIA

Alignment in the 
message is as 
important as the 
message itself

The Media



Ben said one of the things that frustrated him about the media 
is ‘emotion versus evidence’.

“There is a very emotional aspect to the images we see, of animals being 
harmed, but a lot of what we have talked about today is that there needs to 
be more evidence put across to the consumer and in the media,” said Ben. 
“My question is, does the industry start to engage people’s emotions in the 
way that it makes an argument? And what kind of evidence could have an 
impact?”

“I think it is difficult to do, when you are faced with pictures of an animal 
dying, plastic waste, pollution and causing harm to such wonderful 
creatures,” said Dave Daniels 

“How could you ever compete against that? 
How can you approach that in a sincere way? 
Would the audience believe you were trying to 
do the right thing?”
William said that while he absolutely agreed it would be futile in trying to 
find an appropriate positive image to compete with that of an albatross 
regurgitating a single-use bag, the fact that it is so emotive is precisely why 
it resonated with people. “This is why people see that this is the problem 
and want to be able to fix it,” he said. “I don’t think there is an equivalent 
image that anyone can come up with that will generate that response.”

“Even with climate change it was a big problem, trying to convey to people 
what carbon dioxide and greenhouse emissions looked like because they 
are invisible,” William said. “Instead, what the media does is use any 
picture to reflect this, so they will go to power stations and have pictures of 
big chimneys with white stuff coming out. This is actually steam and water, 
but people need an image. I don’t think you can compete with the albatross 
and that is why this issue of litter is so important. I’m not deflecting from 
the issue but educating the public as to how this is happening is the key.

“People throw litter on the street, which is 
washed down the drain. That is one of the 
main drivers of litter from the UK getting into 
the oceans - not that there is a lot of it in the 
grand scheme of things. If we raise awareness 
of that amongst people and opinion formers, 
which is very do-able, this would emphasise 
the problem.”

Evidence vs Emotion 
Key to Education

There is a very 
emotional aspect 
to the images we 
see, of animals 
being harmed
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Trusting the Media 
to Deliver the Message
Bringing the section to a close, Ben asked one final question related to 
the media, namely about trust. “We’ve mentioned already that when you 
want to say something positive the industry isn’t necessarily trusted. We 
talked about using influencers as a way around that, but what message 
or messages do you think can help overcome this?” he asked.

WIlliam said he believed the problem is that the message 
is coming from the industry itself. 

“There will always be that mentality of, ‘oh well 
you would say that, you’re the industry aren’t 
you!?’ So that is why I think the message has to 
come from somebody that is neutral. We need 
someone young, dynamic and enthusiastic and 
who is an expert, but also who is viewed as on 
the consumers’ side.”

It is not an opinion 
based on our 
business or from 
our perspective, 
it is just a 
counter-argument 
providing facts

David said that from National Flexibles’ point of view, one of the 
things the business had done was to compile information which was 
completely fact-based to give to customers and potential customers.

“The content is all information that can be collected from anywhere, 
including government investigations, and we’re just saying ‘here is the 
information, make your decision’.” he explained.

Sarah said that she had been working closely with the retail sector. 

“The big challenge is getting packaging specialists to influence the people 
that hold the purse strings and the supermarket buyers - they are the 
people we need to be targeting,” she said. 

“But at the end of the day they are measured 
on their financial bottom line, not on their 
environmental credentials.”

Restore Faith Through Facts



I can guarantee 
that what you 
can put in your 
recycling is 
different from 
the person sitting 
next to you

Moving into the second half of the event, Ben kicked things off with 
one of the more contentious questions of the meeting… “Bearing in 
mind how we all perceive the government behaving when it comes 
to the gathering of evidence or understanding the complexity of the 
particular brief - what can we do to educate the government on the 
benefits of packaging?”

Mark was the first to raise his head above the parapet, saying that he 
believed waste collection was an important part of the issue. “What does 
the public genuinely think when they put something into their bins?” he 
asked. “We talked earlier about litter collection and it is vital to provide the 
necessary finance, whatever, to support and improve the waste and litter 
collection infrastructure.

“I think that would help start to gather momentum and bring confidence 
back for people,” said Mark. “We need to really put some energy into 
lobbying the government, as all of this is about employment.”

Dave Daniels said he believed alignment to be the most important factor in 
educating the government. “We have 380+ different local councils, all with 
different recycling policies,” he observed. “Maybe start with that, say ‘how 
do we make our local councils aligned, so that everybody is in the same 
position?’ We have people around the room from all over the country, and I 
can guarantee that what you can put in your recycling is different from the 
person sitting next to you.

“Let’s make it aligned, make it simple, make it 
easy for the people to do. Make it easier for the 
consumer but that has got to come from 
the top, from the government through local 
councils, it doesn’t go the other way.”

GOVERNMENT
Government



As the discussion went on, one delegate questioned whether the 
government being aligned is going to be enough to stop someone 
from dropping litter on the floor. 

Rachel O’Connell was quick to agree. “I think we need to really use the 
media to talk about the link between litter and the images we talked about, 
the plastic straws, the paper bags, the plastic bags,” she said. “I don’t think 
people fully understand what throwing that McDonalds cup on the floor, 
what that is going to mean - that it goes into the drain, the river, the stream 
and then the ocean to the animals. 

“You said earlier that you couldn’t use the 
same emotive images (as Blue Planet) but I think 
possibly you could. If people actually understand 
the impact of it, maybe they will start 
using the bins more.”

Keep it Simple, 
Stupid?

McDonald’s is 
a good example. 
Separating the 
lids and the cups 
- and people 
are doing it - 
it doesn’t take any 
time at all. It is all 
about making it 
simple, we are 
overthinking it. 
If it is quick, 
simple and easy, 
then people 
will do it



Your next 
employees are 
at the schools 
that are local to 
your business

Finding the 
right peg for 
the right hole

THE INDUSTRY
The Industry
Entering the home straight, Ben posed the final question of the panel, 
asking “How do we develop talent and skills within the workforce? 
What role can education play today?

Recruitment specialist Rachel said accountability was incredibly important. 
“What I was interested to hear was that with the schools which I am 
connected with - and Manchester University and local companies - 
there isn’t actually any communication between packaging manufacturers, 
or even packaging distributors and local education,” she said.

“If you have an opinion and a belief to change your own business, 
then communicate what you are doing with the local people. Your next 
employees are at the schools that are local to your business. The majority 
of people don’t leave their geographical area, so if you engage with 
local schools and universities and work with them, then that is your next 
generation coming through,” said Rachel.

With regards to the workforce, Rachel suggested a more flexible 
approach to the recruitment process, as well as ensuring those 
already working in a business were being nurtured.

“You have people within your business who will have a passion or a desire 
to do something different in 3-5 years’ time,” she said. “You have junior 
people within your businesses that are under the age of 30 that are doing a 
job at the moment but who don’t want to do that forever, so where are you 
going to allow them to progress within your organisation?”

Moving to how the industry promotes recycling within the business, 
Rachel said engagement with employees is absolutely paramount 
and that National Flexibles was a successful example of this, creating 
an academy from where they are talking with retailers and brands 
about some of these issues.

Flexible Approach for 
a Flexible Business



Expanding on this point, Rachel highlighted one of the major issues 
in attracting the younger generation to the industry. “Nobody leaves 
university saying ‘I want to be in packaging’, which I know is a negative 
thing. But the industry is huge and is so vital to our economy. 

You should think about, ‘well if I have Bob retiring, who is next?’ Can I do 
this now, or do I bring someone in, take risks, pay the candidate and make 
sure they’re right for the job? 

Train, develop and retain staff. But it has to 
come from above, from the MD – too many 
decisions are finance driven.”

Nobody Leaves University Saying 
‘I want to work in packaging’

Dave Daniels explained: “Every single individual that comes through 
the door has some value to the business and the hardest thing 
is making sure that you use their individual value, to the right 
and benefit of the company.

“We often use the term, square-peg and round holes, and finding 
the right hole for the right peg is vital,” he said. 

“The time and the effort you put into that is 
invaluable, being able to understand that just 
because this person is doing one job one day, 
they can’t do something else.”
“There are so many times you will sit in front of someone who is perfect 
but you will think that we are not really employing for that role, so ‘thanks 
but no thanks’. But you should bring them in, find a seat for them and then 
as the business is growing - and touch wood, it is growing - you have that 
expansion plan in place.”



Steve Mulcahy of Contact Originators announced that 
Debbie Waldron-Hoines, on behalf of EFIA, was part of a steering group 
of renowned industry organisations who recently developed the 
Apprenticeship standard for a degree apprenticeship for the packaging 
industry. As a result the first Packaging Professional Degree
Apprenticeship will now be available through Sheffield Hallam 
University and is due to start in Autumn this year. 

On the same theme of training, Mark Hawkins explained how Smurfitt 
Kappa has launched an academy and taken on three apprentices, 
aged 16, 17 and 18, after engaging with local schools.

Mark’s Smurfit Kappa colleague Craig Handley explained how the three 
apprentices have been shown all areas of the business. “One of the 
administrative workers decided to go into printing,” he said, “while one of 
the guys who was going on the shop floor decided he wanted to do Health 
and Safety and a more administrative role. They have been to the paper, 
corrugated, plate maker and anilox suppliers- all different areas. They have 
been mentored and had lots of resources invested and available to them.  
They have also all been through the EFIA on-line training Academy 
for a complete understanding of the flexo process.

“We haven’t lost any of them,” said Craig. “They are going to college and 
will get a recognised qualification at the end of it.”

Sarah Greenwood said that as part of reaching a younger audience, 
it was important for representatives from the industry to become 
STEM ambassadors.

While acknowledging the importance of apprentices and recruiting new 
blood to the industry, William pointed out that another issue was the 
older worker – something he thinks will become more important 
over the coming years.

Drawing the meeting to a close, Ben thanked the audience and the panel 
for their input on behalf of the EFIA board, before passing back to Neil Jones.

Neil highlighted the key takeaways from the event as:
 • The need to collaborate
 • The industry should lead the consumer
 • Finding a champion is key
 • Investigate making an independent documentary
 • Give waste a value
 • End-to-end education is crucial
After giving thanks to Steve Mulcahy and Debbie Waldron-Hoines, 
who organised the event, he brought the summer’s EFIA Breakfast 
Meeting to a close.

Investing in the Future

Retain - or Pass On 
- the Skills of Older Workers

The loss of skills 
and trying to 
retain skills and 
expertise within 
the business, 
is quite a threat. 
There’s a growth 
in consultancies 
in Japan, the 
US and Europe 
advising on how 
to retain older 
workers and 
we need to find 
ways to educate 
and inform 
employers about 
mechanisms 
to keep older 
workers

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