
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“The last two decades have shown 
that sustainable use of plastics will 
not happen by itself but requires 
a clear regulatory framework for 
producers. The big challenge with 
plastics is not how they are used, but 
how they are designed to be recycled 
once they have become waste.” 
–Ursula DENISON
Image Source: Wikimedia Commons. September 15, 2011. Disposed plastic cups at the 
Berlin Marathon. Photo Credit: Dirk Ingo Franke. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Berlin_marathon_freizeitlaeufer_wittenbergplatz_25.09.2011_12-18-25.jpg
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In February 2021, manufacturers of plastic packaging in 
Germany reported supply problems. Obtaining supplies of 
raw material, notably plastic, proved being a real challenge. 
While in Europe the economy is stagnating or even shrink-
ing due to the COVID-19 pandemic, China is already record-
ing strong economic growth again, leading to a growing 
appetite for raw materials. Manufacturers of plastics, who 
often no longer produce in Europe but, for example, in the 
Persian Gulf, often prefer to supply China than Europe. The 
result for Europe: a shortage of raw materials and dramatic 
increase in price.  
 
The pandemic is changing perspectives and shifting pri-
orities both in our private lives as well as in businesses, 
but it is not only for the worst. The EU’s planned “green” 
reconstruction of the post-COVID economy (i.e. the Green 

Deal) presents us the added possibility of solving one of 
the most pressing challenges of our time: the sustainable 
use of plastics. The last two decades have shown that this 
shift will not happen by itself; it requires a clear regulatory 
framework for producers to act on. We need more ambition 
in the implementation of Extended Producer Responsibility, 
o what is called EPR 2.0. With the right political decisions, 
we would not only tackle the plastic challenge - often 
discussed in view of dramatic environmental and waste 
problems - but also harness the vast potential of plastic 
as an economically, socially and environmentally beneficial 
material.  
 
It is perhaps useful to take a closer look at the situation 
in Germany. While it is the pioneer in implementing EPR 
for packaging, Germany leads in the consumption of plas-
tic in all of Europe. End-of-life mismanagement is often 
blamed for the plastics problem The ban on plastic bags, 
the penalty tax for non-recycled plastic waste and products 
made from ocean plastics are all these initiatives that have 
recently received a lot of public attention and approval. Yet, 
none of them truly addresses the source of the problem. 
The challenge with plastics is not how they are used but 
how they are designed to be recycled once they have be-
come waste. As a material, plastics are now indispensable. 
For instance, refrigerators and cell phones only function 
with high-quality plastics; the automotive industry relies 
on plastics for lightweight construction to save weight and 
thus fuel. 
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Nevertheless, the largest area of application for plastics 
in Europe is still packaging. Plastic packaging ensures 
hygiene and longer shelf life, for example for food and 
cosmetics. However, we still have a long to go way before 
adequately closing the gaps in the materials loop. Today, far 
too many used plastics are either incinerated or exported to 
third countries for use in low-grade recycling applications. 
As a result, Germany loses valuable raw materials and 
value-add processes, which in turn is a discourages invest-
ment into the necessary recycling infrastructure.  
 
Far too rarely does used plastic packaging become new 
packaging. But why is that?  
 
Technically, high quality plastic recycling is possible – there 
is no question about that. Often, plastic obtained from re-
cycling can hardly be distinguished in terms of quality from 
new plastic produced from crude oil. In some cases, it even 
meets the strict requirements for food and cosmetics pack-
aging. In addition, greenhouse gas emissions from the use 
of recycled plastic are only about half that of virgin plastic. 
Recycled plastic is a raw material that can - and should - 
be used effectively, especially in a country with scarce raw 
materials, like Germany.  
 
Still, many companies shy away from using recycled plastic 
because crude oil is priced so low. Moreover, the compar-
atively small production capacities of recyclers may mean 
that recycled plastic is sometimes more expensive than 

new plastic. This creates a classic vicious circle: if recycled 
plastics are not competitive, they will not be used; in turn, if 
they are not used, they cannot become competitive. This is 
not how the circular economy will work and this is not how 
the plastics crisis can be solved.  
 
However, there are market developments. The current situ-
ation shows that not only are new plastics suddenly in short 
supply recyclates (i.e. plastics recycled from waste) are 
too. With virgin plastics supply in a limbo, manufacturers of 
car parts or products for gardening, construction and even 
packaging may switch to alternatives. Given that for years 
the recyclate market has been underfinanced, the appro-
priate quality and quantity are not available to fill the gap. 
The lackadaisical attitude toward plastics recycling of the 
last 20 years is now taking its toll. Although recyclate is a 
source of raw materials that could reduce the dependency 
on non-European suppliers and create significant number 
of jobs in the EU and Germany, this matter has not received 
the attention it deserves.  
 
Now, what needs to be done? 
• Introduce a binding quota for the use of recycled plastic 
to drive up demand and set a clear framework to develop 
markets and standardized qualities for post-consumer re-
cycled plastics; 
 
• Reinvigorate the principle of Extended Producer Respon-
sibility. If an industry knows that usage of virgin plastics 
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in products or packaging means a commitment to use a 
corresponding share of secondary plastics, it will regain a 
sense of stewardship regarding its own circularity strate-
gies; 
 
• Provide clear incentives for recyclable packaging by im-
proving the input stream so as to benefit the output quality 
of plastics; and  
 
• Encourage investments and R&D in this segment to make 
Germany and Europe less dependent on the import of virgin 
plastics. This will benefit the environment and contribute to 
economic stability.  
 
The fact that the market can be stabilized and boosted 
through the adoption of these strategies is observable since 
the recent transposition of the EU Single-Use Plastics Di-
rective into German law. The law states that by 2025, PET 
beverage bottles must contain at least 25% recycled con-
tent. Although many manufacturers have already set them-
selves higher targets and PET bottles are often already 
made partly from recyclates, producers need not wait until 
2025 to get on board. The positive effects of this shift are 
already becoming apparent as PET recyclers are investing 
massively in existing and new plants, thus, creating more 
employment, among other benefits.  
 
 
 

Given that recycling technology has been tried and tested 
for many years, a major beverage producer, one of the 
global top 4, has announced that it will go well beyond the 
EU’s minimum requirements. As early as 2022, it will use 
100% recycled PET in all bottles in Germany, Austria, and 
Switzerland. In this way, greater environmental benefits are 
created. Simultaneously, it works together with the market 
dynamics, not against it. It is obvious that competitors will 
follow suit, not least because consumers anticipate these 
solutions.  
 
Closing the loop on plastics is not just a question of en-
vironmental protection. It is a matter of determining the 
parameters  to set up Germany and Europe as globally 
competitive business locations: the intelligent use of scarce 
resources, the sustainable creation and safeguarding of 
jobs with a secure future and independence from raw ma-
terial imports from regions that are in part geopolitically 
unstable. There is broad agreement on these points. How-
ever, far too little progress has been made in recent years. 
The temporary boom in plastics as raw material plastic and 
its recyclate will not suffice as interest will wane with the 
next drop in oil prices.  
 
It is time to change. With the consistent use of recycled 
plastics, Germany can finally live up to its former role as a 
pioneer in EPR and innovation driver and create new jobs in 
the circular economy.
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