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INTRODUCTION

It would be fair to say that plastic packaging was broadly accepted 
by most consumers before David Attenborough’s “Blue Planet II” 
series in 2017. However, the shocking images of a pilot whale 
clasping its calf which had been killed by plastic poisoning proved 
to be a watershed moment. Research by Waitrose has found that 
88% of viewers have changed how they use plastics after watching 
the final episode.1 A new era of environmentalism has taken hold, 
and attitudes towards single-use bags, disposable plastic straws 
and packaging have shifted considerably. 

"Research by Waitrose has found that 88% 
of viewers have changed how they use 
plastics after watching the final episode of 
Blue Planet II." 1

We recently presented a position paper to our external advisory 
committee which outlined some of the key issues and sectors 
affected ahead of a targeted engagement with our investee 
companies later this year. In this report we present some of the 
highlights from our research.

1 Food & Drink Report 2018-19. (2019). Waitrose & Partners. p4.



4

FOOD & DRINK PACK AGING

Plastic has long been used in food and drink packaging due to 
its lightweight properties and low cost to manufacture. 
Supermarkets and fast-moving consumer goods companies 
(FMCGs) have been slow to remove plastic packaging from 
produce due to fears over food safety and shelf life, with 
plastic playing an important role in microbiological protection. 
There is a balance to be struck between the removal of 
plastic packaging and the impact of increased food waste on 
carbon footprint and levels of wasted resource. In some 
cases, plastic can be the most sustainable product over the 
course of its lifecycle.

Research has found that there are 1.5bn tonnes of plastic per 
year in European supermarket aisles that could be replaced 
with alternative renewable materials, such as cardboard.2 Five 
distinct areas of the supermarket where immediate action 
could be taken to replace plastic with fibre-based alternatives 
have been identified:

 ▪ Plastic Trays – Plastic shelf ready packaging has multiple, 
long-proven corrugate alternatives and represents a 
plastic category that could be entirely eliminated in the 
near term.

 ▪ Fresh Produce - Plastic punnets are commonly used to 
package fresh produce across Europe. Alternatives such as 
corrugate punnets with plastic flow wraps to keep the 
items inside the box have been developed. While all primary 
packaging could be removed, leaving the produce “loose” 
can seriously increase food waste due to damage, excess 
handling and consumer behaviour.

 ▪ Shrink Wrap – Most drinks manufacturers are engaging in 
reducing plastic shrink wrap by using thinner plastic or 
looking at the recyclability of the materials used. Non-
plastic secondary beverage packaging solutions are 
currently in development.

 ▪ Ready Meals – The colouring in black plastic makes it very 
difficult to be sorted using existing technology and therefore 
is likely to be landfilled or incinerated. Ready meals are often 
supermarket branded and retailers have significant 
influence over which packaging materials are used.

 ▪ Meat, Cheese and Fish – Plastic replacement in these 
categories is not currently a priority, but the scale of the 
problem requires a bold solution. Replacement is not yet 
high on the agenda of the decision makers due to the 
investment costs and the current suitability of the plastic 
materials used.

"Research has found that there are 1.5bn 
tonnes of plastic per year in European 
supermarket aisles that could be 
replaced with alternative renewable 
materials, such as cardboard.”2 
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All the major grocery retailers now have plastic reduction 
targets in place and a number are trialling reduced plastic 
packaging for fresh produce, while Tesco recently announced 
its plan to remove shrink-wrap from multi-packs of tinned 
food. Despite these targets, seven of the UK’s top ten 
supermarkets actually increased their plastic footprint and 
made “little tangible progress” over the past year in reducing 
their use of throwaway plastics, claims a report from the 
Environmental Investigation Agency and Greenpeace.3 The 
increase in plastic footprint was driven by sales of branded 
products, and while the supermarkets do not have direct 
control over branded products packaging, they can encourage 
their suppliers to reduce plastic usage.

" Despite these targets, seven of the UK’s 
top ten supermarkets actually increased 
their plastic footprint and made ‘little 
tangible progress’ over the past year in 
reducing their use of throwaway plastics, 
claims a report from the Environmental 
Investigation Agency and Greenpeace." 2

2  Transforming the supermarket aisle. (2019). White Space & DS Smith
3 Checking Out on Plastics II: Breakthroughs and backtracking from 
  supermarkets. (2019). Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA)  
  and Greenpeace.
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E-COMMERCE

With the rise of online shopping, retail is no longer a 
case of getting a product from A to B. In an e-commerce 
supply chain, there are now 10 times the number of 
‘touch points’ a delivery may encounter on its transit 
from the seller to its owner than in conventional retail. 4 

Plastic has been used as a cost-effective solution to 
ensure that products are protected in transit. However, 
where products are over-packaged or delivered in 
materials that are non-recyclable it is leading to strong 
criticism and active public debate.

"In an e-commerce supply chain, 
there are now 10 times the 
number of ‘touch points’ a delivery 
may encounter on its transit from 
the seller to its owner than in 
conventional retail.”4 

The challenge for online retailers and packaging 
companies is to develop new solutions that can 
protect goods whilst limiting the use of single-use 
plastics. Some companies are developing graphene 
and foam solutions that can increase the strength of 
packaging; however, the use of advanced materials 
can make it more challenging to recycle the 
packaging at the end of its life. 

HE ALTHCARE

Plastic’s availability, cost-effectiveness and sterile 
nature make it a material of widespread importance 
within the medical industry. However, items such as 
IV drips, syringes and bandages must be disposed 
of after a single use due to the inability of the plastic 
to be adequately disinfected. 

"Plastic is the medium of choice 
for many dosing aids and 
healthcare products because it 
does not usually interact with the 
active ingredients and excipients 
contained within medicines.” 

The Company Chemists’ Association (CCA) has 
called on HM Treasury to exclude all medicine-
related items from its definition of single-use 
plastics.5 The CCA argues that single-use plastics 
are essential by their nature and cannot be easily be 
substituted or avoided. Plastic is the medium of 
choice for many dosing aids and healthcare 
products because it does not usually interact with 
the active ingredients and excipients contained 
within medicines. Manufacturers may, in time, be 
able to move towards materials that are more 
environmentally friendly but efforts to deliver 
better environmental outcomes must be balanced 
against potential consequences for patient care.

4 https://www.investorschronicle.co.uk/sector-focus/2019/07/23/the-packaging-revolution-will-not-be-televised/
5 https://thecca.org.uk/cca-urges-treasury-to-exclude-medical-products-from-plastic-tax/
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WHAT ARE OUR INVESTEE COMPANIES DOING?

Morrisons

Morrisons are the first supermarket to set a quantified 
target to increase reusable and refillable packaging, 
aiming to double the amount of reusable and refillable 
transactions year-on-year. The cost of their loose and 
refillable ranges is 10% cheaper than packaged 
counterparts.6 In 2019 they rolled out plastic free fruit 
and vegetable areas in 60 of their stores and they will 
continue to be introduced nationwide as part of their 
ongoing store refurbishment programme.7

" Morrisons are the first supermarket  
to set a quantified target to increase 
reusable and refillable packaging,” 

Marks & Spencer

Marks & Spencer were the first major retailer to introduce 
a reusable container incentive for fresh food-to-go at its 
Market Place counters, offering a 25p discount off each 
meal for customers bringing their own reusable 
containers.8 They are also extending the trial of their refill 
scheme where shoppers can fill their own containers 
with food. The initial trial found that 25 of the 44 available 
products were outselling packaged alternatives in the 
store.9 

"The initial trial found that 25 of the  
44 available products were outselling 
packaged alternatives in the store.”9 

Carrefour

Carrefour, the French retailer held in our European fund, 
has partnered with US waste recycling company TerraCycle 
to trial a new ‘Loop’ initiative that will allow shoppers to 
buy products in reusable containers that do not result in 
waste. Users put down a refundable deposit via the Loop 
website when ordering products, which are delivered in 
reusable glass and metal bottles, and shipped in a tote bag 
to shoppers’ doors. Loop then retrieves the empty products 
for cleaning and reuse.10

UK Plastics Pact

Britvic, Kerry, M&S, Morrisons, and Unilever are all 
signatories to the UK Plastics Pact. This collaborative 
initiative is bringing together businesses from across the 
entire plastics value chain with UK governments and NGOs 
to tackle the scourge of plastic waste. The UK Plastics Pact 
aims to transform the UK plastic packaging sector by 
meeting four world-leading targets by 202511:

 ▪ 100% of plastic packaging to be reusable, recyclable or 
compostable.

 ▪ 70% of plastic packaging effectively recycled  
or composted.

 ▪ Take actions to eliminate problematic or unnecessary 
single-use packaging items through redesign, 
innovation or alternative (reuse) delivery models.

 ▪ 30% average recycled content across all  
plastic packaging.

6 https://www.greenpeace.org.uk/news/supermarket-plastic-rises-above-900000-tonnes-per-year-despite-plastic-reduction-pledges/
7 https://www.morrisons-corporate.com/media-centre/corporate-news/morrisons-to-introduce-plastic-free-fruit-and-veg- 
  areas-to-help-customers-buy-bagless/

8 https://www.packagingnews.co.uk/news/environment/ms-offers-reusable-containers-fresh-food-go-01-08-2019

9 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-51706219

10 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-carrefour-waste-loop/carrefour-and-terracycle-launch-loop-test-in-paris-to-tackle-waste-idUSKCN1SK1ZT
11 https://www.wrap.org.uk/content/the-uk-plastics-pact
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WHAT CAN WE DO AS INVESTORS?

 ▪ We will be engaging with our investee companies to 
determine what they are doing to address the issues 
surrounding single-use plastics. 

 ▪ We can encourage companies to adopt formal plastic 
reduction targets and for companies with targets in place 
we can hold them to account as to the steps they are taking 
to achieve them. 

 ▪ We can also encourage collaboration between packaging 
companies, retailers and manufacturers to drive forward 
sustainable packaging solutions.

100%
70%

30%

100% of plastic packaging to be 
reusable, recyclable or 
compostable.

70% of plastic packaging 
effectively recycled  
or composted.

30% average recycled content 
across all plastic packaging.

UK Plastics Pact targets for 2025
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Castlefield is a trading name of Castlefield Investment Partners LLP (CIP) and a registered 
trade mark and the property of Castlefield Partners Limited.

CIP is authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority and is a member of the 
London Stock Exchange. Registered in England & Wales No. OC302833. Registered Office 
8th Floor, 111 Piccadilly, M1 2HY. Part of the Castlefield employee-owned group. Member of 
the Employee Ownership Association.

Opinions constitute our judgement as of this date and are subject to change without 
warning. The officers and employees of Castlefield Investment Partners LLP, may have 
positions in any securities mentioned herein. This document shall be governed by and 
construed in accordance with the law of England and Wales and is subject to the exclusive 
jurisdiction of the English Courts.

The value of investments, and the income from them, can go down as well as up, and you 
may not recover the amount of your original investment. Past performance is not 
necessarily a guide to future performance. Where an investment involves exposure to a 
foreign currency, changes in rates of exchange may cause the value of the investment, 
and the income from it, to go up or down. In the case of some investments, you should be 
aware that there is no recognised market for them, and that it may therefore be difficult 
for you to deal in them or for you to obtain reliable information about their value or the 
extent of the risks to which they are exposed. Certain investments carry a higher degree 
of risk than others and are, therefore, unsuitable for some investors. Before contemplating 
any transaction, you should consider whether you require financial advice. 

The information in this document is not intended as an offer or solicitation to buy or sell 
securities or any other investment or banking product, nor does it constitute a personal 
recommendation.


