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BABY FOOD PACKAGING IN THE US - 
CATEGORY ANALYSIS 

 

 

KEY DATA FINDINGS 
 

▪ COVID-19 drove strong growth in demand for baby food packaging during 2020, as parents 

stockpiled baby food due to the perceived threat of supply-chain disruption – leading to bare 

store shelves during the spring 

▪ Retail/off-trade unit volume grew by 5% to 2.6 billion units during 2020 

▪ Gerber Products launched 100% recyclable single-material plastic pouches for its Organic 

Banana Mango Puree during 2020, part of a wider trend by manufacturers to make their 

products more recyclable 

▪ Aluminium/plastic pouches continue to grow in popularity in prepared baby food, as more 

consumers embrace the idea of food as a utility – ‘food as fuel’ 

▪ Retail/off-trade unit volume will exhibit a CAGR of 1% in the forecast period to reach 2.7 

billion units by 2025 

 

 

2020 IMPACT 
 

COVID-19 leads to panic buying and empty shelves, driving increased 
demand for baby food packaging 

COVID-19 led to panic buying of baby food, particularly milk formula, during the early stages 

of the pandemic. Worried about the potential for supply-chain disruption, the parents of…    

young children scrambled to stockpile what they perceived to be an essential product. This 

created what one newspaper described as “a nationwide run on baby supplies,” leading stores 

to impose limits on the quantity of milk formula that parents could purchase. Manufacturers 

responded by increasing production and working with retailers and government agencies to help 

ensure an adequate supply of milk formula. 

As a result, unit sales of baby food packaging rose at their fastest rate in more than a decade 

during 2020. Such was the rush to buy that even metal packaging, which had been in an 

apparently inexorable decline for more than a decade, saw increased demand in milk formula 

during 2020. This strong growth occurred in spite of the fact that the rate of growth in the 

country’s population aged 0-36 months declined steadily throughout the review period. The 

prevalence of breastfeeding in the US has also risen, dampening demand for milk formula. 

 

Gerber’s subscription model helps to boost demand for rigid plastic 
packaging in prepared baby food 

Rigid plastic remains the most popular type of packaging in both milk formula and prepared 

baby food, continuing to outperform glass and paper-based containers – the main alternatives – 

during 2020. Gerber Products, which leads in prepared baby food and mainly uses rigid plastic 

containers, saw an increase in demand for its products during the year when it launched 

subscription boxes of organic prepared baby food. Delivered directly to consumers, this proved 

to be a popular option for new parents during a period of heightened uncertainty. 
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The ongoing success of aluminium/plastic pouches in the prepared baby food category can 

be attributed to the fact that some consumers have embraced the idea of food as a utility or 

‘food as fuel’ – something that is consumed solely for its nutritional benefits to sustain body and 

mind, rather than as something to enjoy. In this context, they see food as an impediment to a 

busy and productive life. Aluminium/plastic pouches of prepared baby food can even be given to 

toddlers to consume in their pushchairs. Brands like Plum Organics saw dynamic growth during 

the review period by offering this pack type with bright and bold packaging designs featuring 

pictures of fruit and vegetables to emphasise the healthfulness of its contents. With COVID-19 

making the lives of working parents even busier at home, the pack type saw additional demand 

during 2020. 

This search for convenience is having a negative impact on traditional baby food packaging, 

such as glass jars – demand for which continued to decline in prepared baby food during 2020, 

albeit at a much slower rate than in previous years. Some leading brands, such as Earth’s Best, 

continue to offer this option, highlighting its recyclability. But it also offers stand-up pouches, 

using pictures of characters from popular children’s TV programme Sesame Street in an effort to 

attract the attention of children. 

 

As parents become more environmentally conscious, baby food 
manufacturers step up their recycling efforts 

Sustainability concerns continue to drive innovation in baby food. Parents are increasingly 

concerned about their environmental footprint and the amount of packaging waste in baby food, 

and manufacturers are adapting to this. During the latter part of the review period, Gerber 

Products partnered with TerraCycle on a national recycling programme to try to make recycling 

more accessible. As part of this scheme, for every pound of packaging waste sent to TerraCycle 

through the Gerba Recycling Program, consumers can earn USD1 to donate to an NGO, charity 

or school of their choice. With parents increasingly focused on their children’s future due to 

concerns over such issues as climate change, schemes like this could help to build brand 

loyalty. Gerber has also set a goal of using 100% recyclable or reusable packaging for all its 

products by 2025. During 2020, it launched single-material plastic pouches for its Organic 

Banana Mango Puree, which is 100% recyclable. Other players, such as Happy Family 

Organics, have also pledged to make all of their packaging recyclable, reusable or compostable 

by 2025. 

The leading players in baby food are increasingly looking to labelling to highlight the health 

and developmental benefits of using their products in an effort to build brand loyalty. For 

example, the labelling of Enfamil’s NeuroPro range, highlights that it is the only brand that 

contains ‘brain-building’ MFGM, which it claims is clinically proven to improve developmental 

milestones. 

 

 

RECOVERY AND OPPORTUNITIES 
 

Baby food packaging will see A post-pandemic dip, but demand will 
recover later in the forecast period, supported by stable population 
growth 

With daily life set to normalise during 2021, as more Americans are vaccinated against 

COVID-19, the stockpiling of baby food that happened in 2020 is very unlikely to reoccur…      

As a result, demand for baby food packaging will decline during the year. However, it will begin 

to recover during subsequent years. The fact that the rate of growth in the country’s population 

aged 0-36 months is set to stabilise during the second half of the review period will help to 
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support growth. During the forecast period as a whole, rigid plastic packaging will continue to 

grow in popularity, while glass jars will continue to decline, despite the fact that it has good 

presence among major brands, such as Gerber Products, Earth’s Best and Beech-Nut. Glass 

jars are relatively inconvenient from a logistical point of view, in addition to being slightly more 

expensive and much more fragile than the rigid plastic. 

 

Contamination scares will lead to A heightened focus on packaging 
safety 

During the review period, there were multiple recalls of milk formula products from major 

brands due to concerns regarding contaminated packaging. Whether proportionate or not, this 

recalls received significant media attention, creating concern among many parents. This does 

not bode well for producers of milk formula, which have already been impacted by the increased 

prevalence of breastfeeding. If product recalls continue to occur, this could encourage more 

mothers to stick to breastfeeding where possible. It is also likely to encourage manufacturers to 

focus on developing safer packaging. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Content removed from sample 

 
 
 
 

                                      Content removed from sample 



B A B Y  F O O D  P A C K A G I N G  I N  T H E  U S  P a s s p o r t  4 

©  E u r o m o n i t o r  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  

PACKAGING IN THE US - INDUSTRY 
OVERVIEW 

 

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

COVID-19 impact on packaging 

Overall unit volumes of packaging increased during the COVID-19 pandemic. Consumers 

were prioritising packaged products, particularly in food, with previously unpackaged produce… 

often wrapped and sealed. Demand for larger pack sizes and multipacks saw a sharp increase 

as people stocked up with greater volumes, made fewer shopping trips to physical stores to limit 

potential exposure to the virus, and the generally favourable price per g/ml of such bigger pack 

types attracted them, offering an economical purchase option during such times of economic 

uncertainty. Impulse and on-the-go purchases in food and beverages went into decline due to 

closed offices, massively reduced consumer mobility and the reduced frequency of shopping 

trips. 

Bigger formats in shelf stable staples such as rice, pasta and noodles, canned/preserved food 

and sauces saw a sharp uptake, with increased demand for flexible plastic formats, metal food 

cans and glass thanks to consumers spending more time cooking and eating at home. Frozen 

food in flexible formats and cartons also saw stronger sales. Metal cans, PET bottles and 

flexible plastic packaging were seen as good pack types for their stability during transportation 

and storage at home. The trend towards multipack sales in bottled water, already underway in 

the review period as consumers shifted away from other soft drinks for health reasons, impacted 

both on-the-go and larger pack sizes. The trend was accelerated by the pandemic, and will 

continue to boost sales in both metal and plastic formats, which are comparatively cheap to 

produce and ship. 

Single-use pack types were back on the table, temporarily, with several states and local 

authorities lifting bans on single-use plastic bags for retailers. Foodservice outlets’ increased 

dependence on takeout food has also meant a sudden shift back to single-use plastics, paper 

and Styrofoam to package and transport orders. Some coffee shops and cafés asked customers 

to stop bringing their own reusable mugs and went back to selling their drinks in disposable 

cups. 

The pandemic drove the already expanding share of e-commerce with people out and about 

less and more inclined to order products for home delivery. This was prompting further 

developments in packaging. As well as supporting increased sales of bigger pack formats, e-

commerce was also helping to drive demand for protective packaging, with people in need of 

reassurance that groceries in particular were fully sealed throughout storage, transportation and 

final delivery. Online shopping for groceries in the US was growing fast, with consumers more 

concerned than ever that their orders were tightly wrapped and protected from any threat of 

contagion.  

With virus containment measures having resulted in closures of horeca outlets, there was a 

rise in demand for convenient packaging options for the off-trade during 2020. This resulted in 

increased consumption of packaging more suitable for off-trade consumption. This was most 

prominent in hot drinks, where the closure of offices and administrative buildings also led to 

reduced consumption of coffee through institutional machines. Consumers instead shifted much 

of their consumption into their homes, boosting demand for coffee pods, in turn driving sales of 

folding cartons. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic hampered packaging recycling initiatives, such as the bottle bill, in 

the majority of the states. This increased the consumption of virgin plastic and metal in PET 

bottles and beverage cans, respectively. Private waste management companies, such as Waste 

Management, shut down their redemption centres in states such as California, in a bid to 

mitigate the contamination spread among their workers. In addition, the shelter-in-place 

restrictions mandated by state governments in 2020 prohibited consumers from venturing out for 

deposit redemption. This disruption was expected to put a strain on the supply chain of rPET 

bottles and recycled metal beverage cans in the post-pandemic period. 

Nevertheless, in the future plastic containers and plastic films that are fully recyclable or 

compostable are set to rise in popularity in food packaging, with consumers expecting plastics to 

contain high levels of recycled plastic. Sustainability will remain a driving force in packaging 

development over the forecast period. The importance of effective barriers has fuelled demand 

for glass and metal packs, with glass in particular seen as especially environmentally friendly 

due to its ease of reuse and as especially safe because of its impermeability. 

 

Pandemic reverses long-term decline in fresh and shelf stable milk 
sales, boosting demand for rigid plastic and liquid cartons 

Rigid plastic remained the leading pack type in fresh milk. This pack type is usually available 

in large sizes of one litre and above. Unit demand had been in long-term decline until 2019… 

due in large part to the fact that a growing number of American consumers are consuming less 

fresh milk because they perceive it to be unhealthy, with many of them switching to plant-based 

alternatives like almond, soy or oat milk. Growing concerns over the ethical treatment of animals 

coupled with increased focus on and awareness about the environmental impact of the dairy 

industry also played a role. However, the pandemic resulted in stockpiling, which drove demand 

for rigid plastic packs in fresh milk to its highest level in more than a decade. Such was the level 

of demand during spring 2020 that many grocery retailers limited the quantity of fresh milk that 

consumers could purchase. 

While shelf stable milk is much less popular than fresh milk in the US, consumers turned to 

the former when grocery retailers began to run low on stocks of the latter. This boosted volume 

demand for liquid cartons – the dominant form of packaging for shelf stable milk – which, during 

2020, reached its highest level since 2015. Rigid plastic in sizes of up to 500ml is the dominant 

form of packaging in flavoured milk drinks. These are suitable for packaging in multipacks, 

which saw increased demand during the early stages of the pandemic as more consumers 

made bulk purchases. 

 

Pandemic disrupts soft drinks packaging recycling initiatives, but trend 
towards pet expected over the forecast period 

Although the COVID-19 pandemic hampered packaging recycling initiatives, such as the 

bottle bill (beverage container deposit regulations), in the majority of states in the… 

US,government regulations around the plastic content in packaging are expected to lead brands 

towards sustainable and recyclable packaging over the coming years. Leading brand owners 

like Nestlé Waters, Coca-Cola and Dr Pepper aim to partially shift to rPET across their 

portfolios. Along similar lines, Nestlé Waters also launched its rPET bottles across its Ozarka, 

Deer Park and Zephyrhills brands. 

The main area of concern with rigid plastic packaging in soft drinks in terms of sustainability 

has been within the bottled water category. As the biggest soft drinks category, it produces the 

most plastic waste, but growth in PET bottles will continue to be spurred by growth in still bottled 

water. Other bottled water categories have been quicker to adapt. Metal beverage cans are the 

most common pack type in flavoured bottled water, and are making steady gains within 
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carbonated bottled water, with premium brands like Perrier and St Pellegrino beginning to use it 

over glass or plastic. 

Still bottled water lags behind, however, and the biggest manufacturers have made almost no 

moves towards more sustainable pack types. Most packaging innovation has been led by start-

up brands such as Liquid Death, CanO Water or Boxed Water is Better. The biggest still bottled 

water brands are likely to remain loyal to plastic packaging and the main shift within this 

category will likely be towards rPET. 

The Materials Recovery for the Future (MRFF) consortium has announced that its pilot 

scheme to see if recovered post-consumer flexible plastic packaging collected loose in single-

stream containers can be efficiently sorted and bundled for recycling was a success. The 

flexible plastic packaging types that fell within the project’s scope included single resin plastic 

films and multilayer packaging such as wraps, bags, stand-up pouches, lay-flat pouches and 

shrink bundling, among others. The project, the first of its kind in the country, was claimed to 

have demonstrated that flexible plastic packaging can be recovered in a large single-stream 

recovery facility and processed into a commodity bale – rFlex. Four of the pilot project’s five 

performance goals – to reduce the amount of FPP going into fibre products; to minimise the 

presence of paper in the resultant rFlex product bale; to reduce fibre quality control staff by 25% 

(and relocate said staff to other roles within the facility); to integrate flexible plastic recovery into 

TotalRecycle’s existing material recovery system; and to capture a minimum of 90% of flexible 

plastic packaging – were met, with the programme still working towards achieving the fifth, with 

testing in February 2020 showing a 74% capture rate had been reached. The project is seen as 

offering a replicable model for other communities throughout the US, depending on investment 

at other recycling plants. 

 

Metal beverage cans continue to take share from glass bottles in 
alcoholic drinks 

Metal beverage cans continued gaining share from glass bottles in 2020, with cans seen as 

being more sustainable, easy to transport and cheaper to manufacture than glass bottles. 

Furthermore, their light weight and eye-catching designs also help attract consumers to cans 

over bottles. Another important factor for the shift is due to players in RTDs and hard seltzers 

preferring cans over glass as a mode of packaging. 

Prior to the pandemic, glass was continuing to struggle within alcoholic drinks packaging, with 

much of the overall decline due to falling sales in beer packaging. Beer packaging continued to 

dominate glass alcoholic drinks packaging, so the performance of this product area shaped the 

overall performance of glass packaging. Within beer, the packaging landscape continued to 

change at the end of the review period, exacerbating the decline of glass. Metal beverage cans 

in particular were gaining share due to sustainability concerns associated with the transportation 

and recyclability of glass and because of the former pack type’s light weight and convenience. 

Craft beer’s strong influence on the beer category also helped to end the perception of glass as 

a premium pack type, as most craft brands opt for metal beverage cans with vibrant and eye-

catching labels that are printed directly onto the can. 

RTDs and hard seltzers also continue to help drive the use of metal beverage cans. Hard 

seltzers continue to see dynamic sales growth and are almost entirely packed in metal beverage 

cans. On a much smaller scale, wine brands in metal beverage cans were also boosting this 

pack type over the review period. 

Hard seltzers are expected to continue to see strong growth as more and more alcoholic 

drinks manufacturers produce their own brands, such as Social Club Seltzer from Anheuser-

Busch InBev. This will, in turn, support sales of metal beverage cans, the main pack type used 

in this product area, over the forecast period, even though cans will also be negatively impacted 

by the ongoing decline in beer. 
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Consumers’ concern for the planet rises in beauty and personal care 
during the pandemic 

The worldwide pandemic saw the importance of caring for the planet increase among 

consumers as concerns about the environment bubbled up again quickly when COVID-19… 

arrived in the country. This led to increased sales of glass packaging in bath and shower as well 

as skin care, for example. 

In addition to sustainability, the COVID-19 pandemic also naturally raised hygiene concerns, 

fuelling demand for airless packaging that offers “hands-free” application, especially when made 

of sustainable materials such as glass and aluminium, to keep formulas contaminant-free and 

pure. 

As global regulations and consumer demand drive the push towards sustainable packaging, 

beauty and personal care consumers, especially millennials and Gen Z, are expected to 

continue becoming more conscious over the forecast period of the environmental impact of the 

products they consume. Sustainability initiatives taken by companies by investing in refillable, 

recyclable, eco-friendly and reusable packaging options are expected to gain increasing traction 

among consumers. Brand owners are therefore launching innovative solutions to meet their 

sustainability goals. 

For example, Berry Global Group partnered with Raw Elements USA, a 1% for The Planet 

member, to launch a sugarcane-based tube for its natural and reef-friendly sunscreen, 

moisturiser and hand sanitiser product lines in 2021. The tubes are made from sugarcane waste 

that is converted into HDPE and LDPE to create a material with the same chemical make-up as 

fossil fuel-based polyethylene. It offers a range of environmental benefits, including reductions in 

greenhouse gas emissions, water use and fossil fuel consumption.  

Other developments in 2021 included Beiersdorf launching its renewable jar packaging for the 

Nivea Naturally Good range and Schick introducing its first mass-market disposable razor made 

of 100% recycled plastic. Previously, Colgate-Palmolive had launched its recyclable Smile for 

Good toothpaste and packaging, with both the outer packaging and the toothpaste tube being 

100% recyclable. Also during the review period, L’Oréal launched SPICE (Sustainable 

Packaging Initiative for Cosmetics), in partnership with sustainability consultants, Quantis. The 

initiative already boasts members such as Estée Lauder, Coty and Avon, and other leading 

players are likely to join the push for environmental consciousness and sustainability-focused 

development in packaging. 

 

Soaring e-commerce sales shape product and pack type preferences in 
home care 

The fact that many consumers were advised to stay at home where possible during the 

pandemic resulted in a spike in e-commerce shopping across most industries in the US, with… 

home care packaging being no different. However, as a distribution channel, e-commerce offers 

unique challenges surrounding packaging and shipping. For example, liquid laundry detergents 

are heavy and thus difficult to ship. Early on, e-commerce retailers such as Amazon would pass 

the added costs of shipping difficult items such as liquid laundry detergent to manufacturers and 

sellers – putting pressure on them to find innovative solutions. 

The rise in popularity of liquid tablet detergents has thus been helpful to e-commerce sellers 

and was accelerated by widening usage of e-commerce in 2020. Liquid tablet detergents are 

much easier to ship than liquid detergents, and are therefore listed more frequently and 

prominently on sites such as Amazon. This benefited sales of plastic pouches in 2020, with this 

being the most popular pack type for liquid tablet detergents. Plastic pouches are light, flexible 
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and easier to post for home delivery in comparison to the HDPE bottles used for liquid 

detergents or rigid plastic, the only other significant pack type used for liquid tablet detergents. 

 

 

PACKAGING LEGISLATION 
 

US government reintroduces packaging bills in early 2021 

With visible signs of emerging from the COVID-19 pandemic, plus the vaccination programme 

coming into full swing across the country, the US Government, in early 2021, reintroduced four... 

bills related to packaging end-of-life management. Among the acts were Realizing the Economic 

Opportunities and Value of Expanding Recycling Act, Recycling Enhancements to Collection 

and Yield through Consumer Learning and Education Act, and Break Free from Plastic Pollution 

Act. They are expected to work around sustainable packaging efforts, such as a pause on 

building new plastics facilities and standardised labelling on packaging to specify their 

recyclability. The bills are expected to give the US Environmental Protection Agency further 

jurisdiction over packaging requirements and restrictions. 

 

FTC lays out its “Made in USA” guidelines for packaging and products 

The Federal trade Commission (FTC) published its Made in USA (MUSA) guidelines in mid-

2021, laying out the rules that allow for “Made in USA” labelling on packaging and products… 

The rules suggest that products should only qualify for the MUSA label in either one or more of 

the following cases – final processing happens in the US, significant processing carried out in 

the US, or all ingredients are sourced from the US. However, FTC shares jurisdiction on 

labelling with USDA and FDA as well, and FTC guidelines do not supersede jurisdiction of 

labelling of food products within USDA’s and FDA’s purview. 

 

Maine introduces Extended Producer Responsibility bill 

Maine became first US state to bring into force an Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) 

bill in 2021. The bill requires packaging manufacturers to pay an amount based on the net.. 

weight of each type of packaging material sold. Furthermore, an eco-modulation system is also 

being enacted, under which manufacturers will pay less if their packaging has an increased level 

of recycled content. In the same period, a similar bill was also passed in the state of Oregon, 

under the name Plastic and Recycling Modernization Act. Such localised bills have been 

increasingly gaining prominence in the recent times, as countries such as China, Malaysia, 

Thailand and other Southeast Asian nations refused to import many types of recyclable material 

waste from US. Previously, the US used to export its waste to these countries in a bid to help 

meet its recycling targets. 

Calls have been growing to introduce a national EPR scheme in the US. Antipollution 

organisations and other green campaigners have voiced their opinions that manufacturers 

should contribute to the costs of recovering and recycling the waste they generate, and that 

nationwide incentives should be used to encourage them to cut down on using non-recyclable 

packaging in the first place. The Association of Plastic Recyclers has implored manufacturers to 

voluntarily produce only recyclable packaging materials, but lack of progress has been resulting 

in many states drawing up their own legislative proposals. 

Towards the end of 2019, a draft bill was introduced. The proposed regulations focused on 

improving management of packaging waste and the reduction of marine pollution, and included 

the introduction of a national deposit-return scheme for beverage containers, extended producer 

responsibility and bans on several types of packaging materials. The bill also proposed a 

moratorium on new plastics facilities. 
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EPR, if brought into federal law, would require producers to be responsible for end-of-life 

management for their products’ packaging. Although the draft does not outline the types of 

packaging to be included or excluded, it does refer to food containers, packets and wrappers, 

beverage containers, cups and lids and lightweight plastic bags, among other things. Producers 

would be prohibited from using Styrofoam in food packaging, disposable coolers and shipping 

packaging. Consumers would be charged a fee for single-use plastic and paper bags, and 

labels would have to indicate the presence of plastic and the best disposable methods. The 

proposed legislation would also include requirements that plastic packaging, bottles and some 

other products are 100% recyclable and contain minimum levels of recycled materials. 

To date, 19 states have introduced mandatory EPR programmes and some manufacturers 

are involved in voluntary schemes. However, prior to Maine, no US state had imposed EPR 

obligations on packaging producers, with most such programmes focused on the disposal of 

electronic waste and products containing mercury. 

California Department of Resources Recycling and Recovery (CalRecycle) is behind several 

components of companion bills California Circular Economy and Plastic Pollution Reduction Act, 

including the proposed imposition of a comprehensive regulatory scheme on producers, retailers 

and wholesalers of single-use packaging and priority single-use products, which must be 

recyclable and compostable by 2030. Under the act, manufacturers must also work to reduce 

single-use packaging and products. State-wide, the bills aim for reduction in waste generation of 

75% by 2030, and CalRecycle would be authorised to determine the means to this end. 

CalRecycle would be permitted to impose fines of up to USD50,000 a day for non-compliance. 

The proposed legislation is the most ambitious the US has seen in response to plastic pollution. 

The potentially history-making bills have so far got stuck in legislature for two years in a row – 

2019 and 2020 – in the face of strong opposition from a whole host of critics, including the 

Consumer Brands Association (formerly the Grocery Manufacturers Association), players in 

agriculture and glass manufacturing, and waste management industries such as California 

Refuse Recycling Council and Athens Services. There is widespread concern that CalRecycle 

would be granted too much authority, as well as worries over how the bill would be 

implemented. Critics have also claimed the proposals are redundant as many large producers 

are already committed to the reduction of packaging waste, including Unilever, Pepsi, Proctor & 

Gamble and Nestlé, among others. Plastics groups have also lobbied heavily against the bills. 

 

 

RECYCLING AND THE ENVIRONMENT 
 

Recycling Partnership and WWF team up on the US Plastics Pact 

In 2021, The US Plastics Pact was launched, which is a collaborative project led by The 

Recycling Partnership and the World Wildlife Fund. The pact was launched as part of the… 

Ellen McArthur Foundation’s Global Plastics Network. The US Plastics Pact focuses on 

collaboration between government, manufacturers and other stakeholders for industry-led 

innovation in redesigning the plastics value chain, in order to achieve certain recycling targets 

by 2025. The targets are as follows: manufactured plastic packaging to be 100% reusable, 

recyclable or compostable; ensuring 50% of plastic packaging to be recycled or composted; 

having an average of 30% of recycled or responsibly-sourced bio-based content in plastics 

packaging by weight.ring the latter half of 2020, the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

announced the National Recycling Goal during the America Recycles Summit, which aims to 

increase the recycling rate in the country to 50% by 2030. Furthermore, the EPA also developed 

a draft National Recycling Strategy in a bid to clarify objectives, create standardised definitions 

and formulate action plans to improve the recycling system in the country. The National 

Recycling Goal bases its metrics on four key categories of the National Recycling Strategy: 
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assessing recycling performance; reducing contamination; increasing efficiency; and 

strengthening recycled material markets. 

 

MRFF announces success of pilot project in flexible plastic recovery and 
recycling 

Challenges remain for the sustainability movement, with the costs of processing recyclable 

packaging more acute in the light of the recession. Plastic films in particular present a… 

problem of incompatibility with recycling equipment, clogging up machines and resulting in 

shutdowns for removal. In 2019, the Materials Recovery for the Future (MRFF) consortium 

funded a pilot designed to tackle this as part of a project to see if recovered post-consumer 

flexible plastic packaging collected loose in single-stream containers can be efficiently sorted 

and bundled for recycling. To this end MRFF, in partnership with JP Mascaro & Sons, upgraded 

the equipment of a high-speed material recovery facility (TotalRecycle) in Birdsboro, 

Pennsylvania. The flexible plastic packaging types that fell within the project’s scope included 

single resin plastic films and multilayer packaging such as wraps, bags, stand-up pouches, lay-

flat pouches and shrink bundling, among others. In 2020, MRFF revealed that the pilot had been 

successful. The project, reported to be the first of its kind in the country, demonstrated that 

flexible plastic packaging can be recovered in a large single-stream recovery facility and 

processed into a commodity bale – rFlex. The project has been hailed as offering a replicable 

model for other communities throughout the US, depending on investment at other recycling 

plants.  

In November 2020, Closed Loop revealed its new tool to map plastic recycling infrastructure 

and packaging waste, promoted as an aid to policymakers, investors and brands. The tool aims 

to enable data-driven decisions and encourage collaboration on a plastics circular economy. 

Known as the Recycling Infrastructure and Plastics Waste Map, the new tool is the result of a 

partnership between New York City-based Closed Loop Partners, Resource Recycling Systems 

(Michigan) and The Recycling Partnership (Virginia). Plastic packaging is the starting point due 

to its high visibility as a form of troublesome waste. The map highlights the enormity of the 

challenge and gaps in infrastructure which offer opportunity for development. Closed Loop also 

offers a fund for investments and no-interest loans, and has so far invested millions of dollars in 

recycling facility upgrades across the US. 

Also in November 2020, US company Mondelez International announced its support for the 

global push towards increased recycling for plastic waste, with a focus on plastic films. The 

company called for more industry-wide collaboration in the development of EPR programmes 

and a circular economy. Between 2013 and 2020, Mondelez reduced its packaging by 65,000 

tonnes, and is on track to reach its 2025 target of 100% recyclable packaging by 2025. As of the 

end of 2020, around 94% of its packaging was already recyclable – 100% of the company’s 

paper and carton board packaging was recyclable, as was some of its flexible and rigid plastic 

films, and all fibre packaging used to store, transport and display its products globally was 

sustainably sourced. Mondelez was the first company to shift to recycled plastic content in 

packs for cream cheese products, with its Philadelphia tubs in the US and Dairylea packaging in 

the UK. Philadelphia will appear in the improved tubs in the UK and the rest of Europe in 2022. 

 

China’s ban on waste imports leaves the US struggling with mixed 
plastics 

The sudden shutdown of a massive market for US plastic waste when China halted waste 

imports in 2018 has forced the US to re-evaluate its generation and disposal of packaging… 

materials. In a move translated as “National Sword”, China finally said enough is enough and 

left many Western countries faced with dealing with their own waste. The US produces a 
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disproportionately large amount of waste and recycles a disproportionately small amount of 

plastic domestically – a lot less than many European countries. While the country is home to 

circular economy initiatives such as TerraCycle, the high costs and low profit margins of 

recycling are compounded by cheap virgin plastic and too few domestic recyclers to cope with 

the flood of petrochemical plastics pushed by expanding oil and gas production.  

Ardent recyclers have pointed to the US’s history of outsourcing much of its waste 

management to China and other Asian countries as a reason for a weak recycling industry 

within its own borders, as well as to major companies’ and brands’ continuous investment in 

plastic packaging, with new formats cropping up all the time. Rapid development puts more 

pressure on recycling infrastructure, and environmental groups regularly remind producers that 

just because their waste is technically recyclable and can be fed back into a circular system, it 

does not mean it will be. Moreover, reliance on recyclability as a means to improve ecological 

credentials increases the amount of plastic waste in circulation and the burden on others to 

clean up the mess. Although significant moves have been made in terms of producers’ shift 

towards recycled plastic, thus providing more incentive for recyclers to invest in their facilities, 

the American Chemistry Council (which represents manufacturers including plastics producers) 

has predicted exponential growth for the plastics industry for the forecast period, and expects 

investments of around USD25 billion to expand production capacity by 2025. Similarly, the 

World Economic Forum has predicted that plastic production will double over the next two 

decades.  

At a local level, China’s refusal to take rubbish has left many waste-management companies 

across the US with no market for their recycling services. Municipalities are stuck with the 

choice to pay much higher prices to clear their recycling or to simply trash it, with most going for 

the cheaper option. Many local authorities are well aware that residents have little spare cash 

and are thus reluctant to ask them to foot the higher bill for recycling, although some, such as 

Columbia County in New York, now charge residents to take their recycling to drop-off depots. 

Community recycling centres have been closing as operators find they have to pay people to 

take what they once could sell 

Recycling operations in the US which have successfully survived China’s rejection are ones 

which have always focused on providing domestic markets with clean and high-quality paper 

and plastics. Berkeley’s Ecology Center programme is still up and running, having never 

adopted a single-stream collection system, but instead insists residents sort recyclable waste 

themselves. Contamination from leftover foods and liquids is minimised and paper remains dry. 

Other recycling businesses have expanded to diversify their services. For example, Baclones 

Resources, which operates in Austin, Dallas and Little Rock (Arkansas), has introduced optical 

scanners to its system to separate plastics for less contamination, and has upgraded its facilities 

to market more than 15 grades of recycled paper rather than the usual two on offer from most 

recyclers. 

 

Summary 1 Overview of Packaging Recycling and Recovery in the US: 2018/2019 and 
Targets for 2020 

% of material 

recycled 

2018 2019 2020 target 

Glass 31.3 n/a n/a 

Plastic 13.6 n/a n/a 

Aluminium 34.9 n/a n/a 

Paper 80.9 n/a 88.8 (achieved) 

Steel 73.8 n/a n/a 
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Source: https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/containers-and-packaging-
product-specific-data 

 
https://www.epa.gov/americarecycles/us-national-recycling-goal 
https://www.packworld.com/issues/sustainability/article/21403865/federal-packaging-legislation-proposed 
https://recyclingpartnership.org/press-release-u-s-plastics-pact-launches-to-ignite-change-toward-circular-economy-

for-
plastic/#:~:text=%E2%80%9CTogether%2C%20through%20the%20U.S.%20Plastics,Ventures%20for%
20The%20Recycling%20Partnership.&text=By%202025%2C%20all%20plastic%20packaging,reusable
%2C%20recyclable%2C%20or%20compostable 

Note: US EPA publishes data of T-2 years, for example, in 2020, 2018 data would be displayed. Data for 2021 
has not been published yet. 

 

 


