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A PLAN FOR RECOVERY AND RECYCLING  

OF HOUSEHOLD SOFT PLASTICS 
 

The collapse of the small REDcycle soft or flexible plastics recovery scheme has caused 
enormous consternation in the community and deeply embarrassed the packaging sector, 
which was using REDcycle as a marketing ploy to appear as if the waste and pollution arising 
from soft plastic packaging was being handled responsibly.   
 
The situation demands a comprehensive response from government, producers and retailers.   
Boomerang Alliance is wary of attempts by the packaging sector to avoid a sustainable solution 
by relying on pilot projects, more studies and superficial green marketing – and has developed 
the Household Soft Plastics Plan to mainstream collection and recycling.  (Separate programs 
also need to be developed for transport, commercial and agricultural sectors).  
 
Why we need Action 
 
An estimated 449,000 tonnes of soft plastics are used annually in Australia (about 150,000 
tonnes by households).  REDcycle was only recovering a very small amount.  Soft plastics such 
as confectionary wrapping have also become a significant portion of litter and subsequently 
are an environmental hazard that must be prevented.   
 
They are an important part of all packaging and the National Plastics Action Plan (endorsed by 
the industry) with its 2025 targets of - 100% recyclability, compostability or reusable; 70% 
actually recycled or composted; and 20% recycled plastic content.  However, industry data 
shows that while total plastic packaging produced increased by 5.07% from 2017-18 to 2019-
20, recovery decreased by 2%.1 Only 16% is being recovered and the NSW EPA has observed, 
‘’…voluntary targets have not facilitated a large increase in recycling.’’2 

 
1 APCO (2022), Australian Packaging Consumption Recovery Data 
2 NSW EPA (2022), Submission to Inquiry into plastic pollution in Australia’s oceans and waterways  
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The NSW EPA also states REDcycle was a ‘’small scheme’’ and ‘’…unable to process even this 
small fraction [that] demonstrates that the market for post-consumer recycled soft plastic is 
weak and that far too much waste is being generated.’’3  It is estimated only about 4% is being 
recycled each year4 and 394,000t are disposed to landfill5. 
 
State EPA’s are now ordering clean ups on the stockpiled soft plastics, meaning they are likely 
to be landfilled.6  About 12,400 tonnes or billions of items (some from 2018) - are involved. 
 
Boomerang Alliance has been publicly sounding the alarm for some years about the expected 
failure to meet the packaging targets and in 2021 issued a Plan B, calling for mandatory action 
via a product stewardship scheme, to be imposed on the packaging sector in order to set a 
pathway to 2025.  This has yet to eventuate although the most recent meeting of 
Commonwealth, state and territory environment ministers committed to reform packaging 
regulation.7 
 
In 2018 the Australian Packaging Covenant (APCO) convened a Soft Plastic Packaging Working 
Group and their report identified a range of proposed initiatives.  Its ambit covered not only 
household generated soft plastic but also commercial, industrial, construction and agricultural 
films – from design to recycled content to collection and sorting.  Progress has been slow. 
 
REDcycle was focussed on the household and plastic bag sources.  In response to the collapse 
of this scheme – superficially described by APCO as a ‘’short term glitch’’ – the CEO also said: 
 
‘’While it's disappointing to see the program be put on hold, this is a good opportunity for 
Australia's brand owners and the packaging and recycling industries to pause and reset on how 
we manage soft plastics. This reset will allow Australia to build ongoing sustainable pathways 
for soft plastic and APCO is working with industry stakeholders to resolve the issue and develop 
a strong, permanent solution.’’8 
 
In a further report, Our Packaging Future (2020), APCO estimated that 60% recovery of flexible 
plastics was necessary to meet the national packaging target of 70% recovery of plastic 
packaging.9  It’s unclear what portion is household generated but clearly with only 4% in total 
being recycled, there are significant challenges ahead.   
 
 

 
3 Op cit 
4 https://documents.packagingcovenant.org.au/public-documents/APCO%20Collective%20Impact%20Report – 
p27 – accessed 2/2/23 
5 https://documents.packagingcovenant.org.au/public-documents/APCO%20Collective%20Impact%20Report – 
p28 – accessed 2/2/23 
6 https://www.smh.com.au/national/coles-woolworths-ordered-to-dump-tonnes-of-redcycle-soft-plastics-in-
landfill-20230131-p5cgok.html 
7 ENVIRONMENT MINISTERS MEETING – 21 October 2022 Agreed Communiqué 
8 APCO Statement of REDcycle, 9 Nov 2022 
9 https://documents.packagingcovenant.org.au/public-documents/Our%20Packaging%20Future - p16 – accessed 
2/2/23 

chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/boomerangalliance/pages/4061/attachments/original/1621295180/apco-planB-20210518.pdf?1621295180
https://documents.packagingcovenant.org.au/public-documents/APCO%20Collective%20Impact%20Report
https://documents.packagingcovenant.org.au/public-documents/APCO%20Collective%20Impact%20Report
https://www.smh.com.au/national/coles-woolworths-ordered-to-dump-tonnes-of-redcycle-soft-plastics-in-landfill-20230131-p5cgok.html
https://www.smh.com.au/national/coles-woolworths-ordered-to-dump-tonnes-of-redcycle-soft-plastics-in-landfill-20230131-p5cgok.html
https://documents.packagingcovenant.org.au/public-documents/Our%20Packaging%20Future
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THE HOUSEHOLD SOFT PLASTICS PLAN  
 
The packaging sector has three years to achieve sufficient soft plastics recovery and recycling 
to meet the 2025 target.  On a literal interpretation this means the plastics could still be 
stockpiled or landfilled.   
 
What is clear is that the regulatory architecture needs to dramatically change. 
 
 
A Mandatory Product Stewardship Scheme (PSS) 
 
Commonwealth and state governments need to take legislative action at the earliest 
opportunity in 2023 to impose the 2025 packaging targets along with obligations to fund and 
establish comprehensive collection arrangements and use of the material as recycled content.  
This can be achieved via federal legislation or unilateral action by one state such as NSW 
(which would force the pace nationally). 
 
A PS Scheme must be designed to ensure: 

• producers and retailers of soft plastics avoid and 
reduce unnecessary soft plastic packaging 

• producers and retailers only provide packaging that 
has been specifically designed and labelled to be 
readily and easily recoverable by the resource 
recovery industry 

• national standards and labelling are implemented to 
provide consumer information on soft plastic discard 
and guarantee the recovery of those soft plastics 
collected 

• governments and businesses support regulations and procurement practices that 
increase the market for recycled plastics  

• effective collection/transport services are introduced for both households and 
businesses using soft plastics  

• recovery facilities are designed to process soft plastics for the secondary market 
• investment in new markets for soft plastics, including plastic manufacturers to increase 

the use of recycled materials 
• producers are responsible for the cost associated with the collection, transport, 

recovery and processing of soft plastics 
• all measures in relation to soft plastic redesign, reduction and recovery, procurement, 

national standards and use of recycled content must meet desired outcomes and the 
mandated targets of the PSS 

 
Recovery and Recycling Trajectory 
 
It would be preferable to have increasing targets up to 2025 and beyond, for the rate of 
recovery (extending the 2025 target).  This could require a system of safe stockpiling funded by 
the sector.     
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Redesign 
 
A critical component is redesign of the soft packaging, either less 
material or use of alternatives.  This was discussed in 2018 by the 
APCO Working Group: 
 

Unnecessary, problematic or inefficient packaging 
eliminated; all soft plastics designed for recycling; hard-
to-recycle soft plastics e.g. PVC and multi-material 
laminates, replaced with more recyclable alternatives; 
inclusion of recycled content, where possible. 

 
While a few producers such as Nestle are moving to alternative materials,10 the redesign 
process must be accelerated in 2023 and targets for recycled content mandated and supported 
by high penalties. 
 
 
Collection 
 
A number of small programs such as REDcycle, Curby and by local councils are in process or 
have already shown that separation at source by consumers in special bags, is viable. 11  A fully 
producer funded plan to make this available to all households should be developed by the end 
of 2023 and implemented over the ensuing two years, with an intensive communications 
program.  Reliance on the REDcycle approach with consumers bringing their soft plastics to 
supermarkets, is not recommended as it is highly unlikely to be able to be mainstreamed. 
 
 
Sorting 
 
When the separated soft plastics from kerbside collections arrive at the Material Recovery 
Facilities (MRF), the MRF should be set up to sort the bags manually and those not separated 
at source, to recover them into a new stream using air capture technology or optical sorting.  It 
may also be possible for the bags containing household separated soft plastics to have a 
barcode that could be read optically.  
 

 
 

10 https://www.nestle.com.au/en/media/news/global-first-kitkat-wrapped-paper-packaging - accessed 040223 
11 See - https://www.cityofadelaide.com.au/resident/recycling-waste/soft-plastics-recycling-trial/ 

https://www.nestle.com.au/en/media/news/global-first-kitkat-wrapped-paper-packaging
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Reduce and Recycle 
 
The APCO Working Group usefully produced a guide to the hierarchy that should be applied: 
 
 

 
 
Avoidance can be facilitated by the ongoing implementation of bans wherever possible.  
Reduction of the amount of material in product packaging would be by redesign.   
 
Recycling will also play a major role.  In this regard, it is clear that energy recovery is not 
recycling.  Nevertheless, APCO have been blurring this clear distinction in its recent review of 
packaging targets.  APCO regards waste to energy as ‘’recycling’’ (as part of the key Target 2 – 
‘70% of plastic packaging is recycled or composted’). This erroneous position is found in its 
2025 National Packaging Targets Review which outlines the expected new facility 
developments that will contribute to the target. Almost half are waste to energy plants 
producing fuel or power directly.12  This does not contribute to the circular economy. 
 
So far most proposals are small scale and much more significant government and private 
sector investment is required.  At the point when new facilities are operating, the stockpiled 
material could be provided free of charge (excluding freight costs).   
 

 
12 Chris Foley, Peter Brisbane, Oct 2022 – part of the package of documents presented to the Senate 
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Figure 1: Waste hierarchy for soft plastics packaging 
  



 6 

Consumer information 
One of the particularly serious problems with the REDcycle collapse was the lack of 
transparency about the situation and the failed accountability of producers who were using the 
Australian Recycling Label and REDcycle logo to misinform consumers about the level of 
(ir)responsibility in dealing with soft plastics.  The packaging sector should learn a lesson from 
this experience and develop a genuine relationship with the community, rather than erode its 
social licence to operate.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
   
 
 


