
0 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

{ŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ 
Plastic Packaging 
Recycling Future  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Report prepared by Rennie Advisory for Australian Council of Recycling  

December 2025 

  

{ŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ 
Plastic Recycling 

Future  

December 2025 



{ŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ tƭŀǎǘƛŎ tŀŎƪŀƎƛƴƎ wŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ CǳǘǳǊŜ 

 

1 

Limitation of Our Work  

This report has been prepared by Rennie Advisory Pty Ltd (ABN 26 629 902 085)  (Rennie 
Advisory) for the Australian  Council of Recycling (ACOR) under the terms of our 
engagement . 

This report is intended for use by ACOR, government agencies, industry participants, and 
other stakeholders involved in policy discussions concerning plastic packaging recycling in 
Australia. The report may be cited and distributed for these purposes.  

Publication and distribution of this report does not create an advisory relationship between 
Rennie Advisory and any reader other than ACOR. Readers other than ACOR should not treat 
this report as advice specific to their circumstances and should seek inde pendent 
professional advice as appropriate.   

Artificial intelligence tools have been used to assist in the research for and development of 
this report . All contents of this report have been reviewed and finalised by Rennie Advisory.  

This report presents: 

¶ Economic analysis based on publicly available data and industry consultation  

¶ Illustrative modelling scenarios to demonstrate policy trade -offs 

¶ International precedent analysis from comparable jurisdictions  

This report does not present:  

¶ Predictions of specific policy outcomes  

¶ Legal advice on regulatory compliance or trade law matters  

¶ Recommendations of specific policy settings (policy choices remain with 
government)  

¶ Guaranteed economic or environmental outcomes  

Rennie Advisory has sought to provide objective, evidence -based analysis while 
acknowledging inherent uncertainties in forward - looking economic modelling.  

While this report is available for public use, readers are responsible for their own 
interpretation and application of the findings. Rennie Advisory accepts no liability for 
decisions made , or actions taken,  by third parties based on this report, the findings of this 
report, or for any errors or omissions resulting from incomplete or inaccurate information 
provided by third parties  in the development of this report.  
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About the project partners  

 

  

The Australian Council of Recycling (ACOR) is !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ǇŜŀƪ ōƻŘȅ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ ǊŜŎƻǾŜǊȅΣ 
recycling and remanufacturing.  Committed to leading the transition to a circular economy 
through the recycling supply chain.  

 

  

!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ tŀŎƪŀƎƛƴƎ /ƻǾŜƴŀƴǘ hǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ό!t/hύ ƛǎ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ƴƻǘ- for- profit packaging 
co- regulator, driving industry collaboration and accountability to create a circular, 
sustainable packaging system. 
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organisations across many different industries navigate and optimise their transition to a 
sustainable future.  
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Key Terms 

Australasian Recycling Label (ARL): !t/hΩǎ national on-pack labelling system that  details 
how to correctly dispose of each part of the packaging for households . 
 

Chemical (advanced) recycling:  breaks plastic polymers down into their chemical building 
blocks or hydrocarbon feedstocks, which can then be used to manufacture virgin -
equivalent plastics or fuels. These technologies are mainly suited to specific plastic types 
that are difficult to recycle mechanically (such as contaminated, multi - layer, or degraded 
plastics) and usually require sorted and pre -processed feedstock. 
 

Circularity  / Circular Economy : refers to an economic model that keeps products, 
materials, and resources in use for as long as possible through reuse, repair, 
refurbishment, and recycling, minimi sing waste and regenerating natural systems.   
 

Cradle - to - grave: a full life - cycle emissions accounting framework which measures all 
greenhouse gas emissions from the extraction of raw materials through to the final use of 
that material.  
 

Demand - side: the drivers, behaviours, policies, technologies, or interventions that affect 
how much plastic recyclate is purchased. 
 

Eco- modulation : a mechanism under an EPR whereby the fee paid by a producer is 
adjusted (up or down) based on the environmental performance of a product or 
packaging. This can extend to other characteristics such as ease of recycling or use of 
domestic content.  
 

End Markets:  the final destination where a recycled or recovered material is sold or used to 
make new products  
 

Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) : ŀ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǿƘŜǊŜōȅ ŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊΩǎ 
responsibility for a product extends to the post -consumer stage of the life cycle (either 
physically or financially). 
 

Externalit y: occurs when the actions of one party impose costs or benefits on others, and 
these impacts are not compensated for or paid for through the market.  
 

Free rider : an entity which  enjoys benefits from a shared good or service without paying or 
contributing to it.  
 

Flexibles: plastic packaging that can be bent, rolled , folded , or easily changed in shape 
without fracturing or losing integrity . Commonly used in bags, outer wrapping  for dry, 
fresh and frozen food and non - food packaging pouches and wrappers. Often produced 
from LDPE, HDPE, or PP and can have mult i- layer structures, adding complexity to 
recycling and reprocessing. 
 

Mechanical recycling:  involves physically reprocessing plastic waste without altering its 
chemical structure. Materials are sorted, cleaned, shredded, melted and remoulded into 
new products. This pathway is most effective for clean, mono -material (single polymer) 
plastics. 
 

Rigids: plastic packaging which are solid, inflexible shapes that retain their form under 
normal use, even when empty. Commonly  used for beverage, food, laundry and personal 
care packaging and often  produced from PET, HDPE or PP. Typically produced from a 
single a polymer, providing a level of simplicity to recycling and reprocessing.  
 

Supply - side: the production, manufacturing, resource extraction, generation, or 
infrastructure that supplies plastic recyclate to the market . 
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Acronyms  

ACOR  Australian Council of Recycling 
APCO  Australian Packaging Covenant Organisation  
APRA  Advancing Plastic Recycling in Australia 
ARL  Australasian Recycling Label 
CDS  Container Deposit Scheme  
DCCEEW Department of Climate Change, Energy, the Environment and Water  
EPR  Extended Producer Responsibility (defined in key terms)  
EoL  End of Life 
FTE  Full- time Equivalent  
HDPE  High -Density Polyethylene (also PE-HD) 
IEA  International Energy Agency  
KTPA  Kilotonnes per annum  
LDPE  Low-Density Polyethylene (also PE-LD/LLD) 
MRF  Material Recovery Facilities 
MT  Million tonnes  
NEPM  National Environment Protection (Used in Packaging Materials) Measure  
PET  Polyethylene Terephthalate 
PP  Polypropylene 
PRO  Producer Responsibility Organisation  
RAWR Act Recycling and Waste Reduction Act (2020) 
RMF  Recycling Modernisation Fund  
SKU  Stock Keeping Unit  
SUP  Single-Use Plastics 
TBT  Technical Barriers to Trade  
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Key Findings  

Lƴ нлноΣ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ {ǘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ CŜŘŜǊŀƭ 9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ aƛƴƛǎǘŜǊǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
Packaging Reform to ensure all consumer packaging meets strict design, recyclability and 
recycled-content standards.  Despite this,  domestic demand for recycled plastic remains 
weak, threatening the viability of local recyclers .  

Market failure ƛǎ ƛƴƘƛōƛǘƛƴƎ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ǊŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ Χ 

 

 

 

  

Australia currently uses  
1.3 million tonnes  of 

plastic packaging each year, 
with the majority ending up in 

landfill  

Australian-made recycled 

plastic is, at times, 50% 

more expensive  
than imported virgin 

plastic 

 
Australia has failed to 

achieve our 2025 plastic 
packaging recycling 
targets set in 2018 

Failing to act ŎƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜ Χ 

 

 

 

 

  

Plastic waste ending up in 
landfill continue to grow , 

reaching  4.9 million 
tonnes  in  2050 

Facility closures and 
cancellation  of planned 

investment  supported by 
Government and industry 

funds  

Environmental costs 
amounting to a total of  

$32 billion by 2050 in 
present value terms  

For plastics alone , by 2030 national packaging reform could  Χ 

  

Reduce plastic packaging waste going to 

landfill by  370,000 tonnes  per annum  
Eliminate  700,000 tonnes  CO2e per 

annum and avoid total  environmental costs 

of $2 billion   

 

 

 
 

Attract $220 million  in private investment 

alongside  19,000 direct and indirect jobs 

and $2.5 billion  in gross value-add 

be delivered economically, at a cost of 

less than 0.1% of  product  cost  

LƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ƴŜŜŘǎ Χ 

An urgent commitment  from the Australian Government  to 
introducing National Packaging Reform in this term  of 

government . 
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Executive Summary  

Plastic packaging ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƛƴ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŦƻǊ ŦƻƻŘ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ 

through exte nding the shelf - life of products and ensuring  food safety . Most of this plastic, 

including plastic used in packaging, is imported from overseas in the form of resins and 

finished products . Specifically, Australia currently uses 4.2 million tonnes  of plastic each year, 

of which  approximately 93 per cent ( or 3.9 million tonnes ) is imported . Around 1.3 million 

tonnes of this plastic is used in packaging.  

Most plastics entering Australia will end up in landfill rather than be recycled  

Most  of the plastic consumed in Australia  ends up in domestic waste streams. The 
ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ²ŀǎǘŜ wŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ όw!²wύ !Ŏǘ όнлнлύ ŀƴŘ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
Sword policy banning waste imports mean that unprocessed end -of-use plastic cannot be 
exported from  Australia and must be dealt with here through recycling, landfill or energy -
from -waste.  

In the absence of a commercially viable and appropriately regulated industry, the  reliance 
ƻƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎǎ ƛƴ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀ Ƙŀǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀ ŎȅŎƭŜ ƻŦ άƛƳǇƻǊǘΣ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŜέΦ After 
use, approximately 2.7 million tonnes  of plastic ends up in landfill each year ( Figure S-1); 
around 1.0 million tonnes of which is from plastic packaging .   

Figure S-1: Australian plastic sources and fates 

 

 

Without significant changes in policy and consumer behaviour, our current import , consume 
and dispose approach is expected to remain the dominant profile into the future. Overall, 
plastic imports into Australia are expected to grow to around 5.6 million tonnes  by 2050. 
Almost the entirety of this growth is coming from imported virgin plastic  (Figure S-2). 
Without action, by 2050 there will be 4.9 million tonnes  of plastic per annum disposed  of to 
landfill or incinerated  in Australia. 
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Figure S-2: !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ƳƛȄ ƛŦ ǿŜ Ŧŀƛƭ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ 

 

The άƛƳǇƻǊǘΣ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŜέ system of plastic consumption comes with 

significant environmental costs  

This current approach has significant external costs in the form of litter, landfill and 
emissionsςall forms of environmental harm . Environmental harm  will grow over time  unless 
demand for domestically recycled plastic is created . These costs are estimated at $2 billion  
per annum  today and grow to over $5 billion a year by 2050 in real terms  (Figure S-3). 
Cumulatively to 2050, this environmental harm cost could exceed $32 billion in real terms.   

Figure S-3: The costs we ignore at the grocery storeςthe externality costs from plastic waste environmental 
impacts1  

 

 

 
1 Values exclude externalities from waste-to-energy facilities which require detailed modelling of the energy market. 
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Domestic remanufacturing is maturing but the industry faces global market headwinds  

The domestic plastic packaging recycling supply chain consists of collection, processing and 
remanufacture for sale into end markets . These three steps need to work together to 
transform  waste in to new products  that are fit - for-purpose. If these three steps work 
together , then there is a significant domestic remanufacturing opportunity.  

Currently, the end market s for recycled plastics in Australia compete against the global 
oversupply of low-cost virgin plastic, much of it produced in Asia. This oversupply means that 
Australian-made recycled plastic is at a structural cost disadvantage compared  to overseas 
virgin and recycled plastic.  

As a result, domestic recycled plastic is the highest cost option for businesses. A survey of 
plastic recycling industry participants  revealed imported recycled resin has a premium of 
around 25% compared to virgin plastic , and that domestic recycled plastic has a premium of 
around 50% compared to virgin resin (Figure S-4). This premium is for rigid plastics, such as 
the plastics used in food and beverage containers, where there is currently a scaled domestic 
recycling industry. The price premium can be much greater for flexible plastics that  require 
more complex recycling approaches  and where remanufacturing is currently less 
commercially mature than mechanical recycling  of rigid plastics  in Australia.  

Figure S-4: Structural domestic recyclate cost disadvantage for rigid  plastics (food -grade HDPE and PET)2 

 

There has been significant progress made on collection and processing in Australia. Most 
recently, this has taken the form of investment into plastic recycling infrastructure co - funded 
by the Australian Government and industry.  This investment aims to address  capacity 
constraints in recycling !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ used plastic. However, investments in collection and 
processing cannot stand alone. They are dependent on strong markets for the domestically 
recycled plastic packaging  product . 

 

 

 

 

 
2 This premium refers to food contact resin from mechanically recycled rigid plastic. Industrial (non - food grade) can be at 
parity or lower. Chemically recycled food contact resin from flexible  plastics will be at a greater premium . 
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Closing the market gap in Australia is critical for redirecting plastics from landfill  

The core issue ƭƛƳƛǘƛƴƎ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ domestic  plastic remanufacturing opportunity  is a market 
failure: domestic recycled plastic remains more expensive than imported virgin or recycled 
plastic due to high domestic costs and a lack of mechanisms to drive demand.   

The current  global market oversupply of virgin plastic  resin and existing global packaging 
supply chain structure creates strong disincentives for  local industry to purchase domestic 
recycled plastic products . Increasing supply of domestic recycled plastics in Australia alone 
is insufficient for markets to form for domestic recyclate. Increasing demand  for Australian 
recycled plastics must also be addressed , acknowledging that cheaper imported products 
will remain in the global market . Closing this market g ap is the critical  missing element in 
redirecting plastics from landfill in Australia . 

In Australia , today,  the lack of demand for local recycled plastic products is creating an 
underutilisation  of plastic recycling capacity. A survey of industry participants indicates that 
utilisation of plastic recycling capacity in Australia is only 53%. Industry stakeholders consider 
this to be below commercially viable  levels.  

Despite g overnment and industry  commitments to increase investment  in recycling 
infrastructure , utilisation is set to decline over time in Australia. In the absence of deliberate 
demand -side interventions , forecasts indicate utilisation could decrease to around 32% by 
2030 (Figure S-5). Such low levels of utilisation worsen the  already challenging  operating  
conditions for many facilities. Industry stakeholders indicate that these projected levels of 
utilisation are already affecting the ability of businesses to raise finance for investment in 
plastic recycling capacity. 

Figure S-5: Australia faces a capacity utilisation challenge  

 

If utilisation trends continue as forecast, then there is significant risk of stranded assets in 
the Australian plastic recycling industry. This puts the $432 million in committed 
investment from the Recycling Modernisation Fund (RMF) at risk.  This investment 
combines funding from the private sector with Australian and State Government co-
contributions and is expected to deliver  62 plastic recycling facilities. This RMF investment is 
just a fraction of the additional investment planned by the broader indust ry. 

This situation is  not unique to Australia, with the ongoing  exit of recyclers in the EU and US 
currently underway . Australian plastic recyclers are at risk of follow ing the path of these EU 
and US recyclers.  Loss of these facilities  would not only be loss of private and public 
investment but would mean significant reduction in sovereign capability in Australia  and 
increased reliance on global markets . Once these types of remanufacturing facilities  close, 
it will be very difficult to re -establish the necessary capital, skills and expertise in the future.  
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We are now at a decisive moment for advancing the plastic recycling market in Australia  

Packaging makes up about a third of all plastic consumed in Australia and is highly visible to 
the public . Additionally, packaging is where the majority of plastic recovery and recycling 
capability and investment has been made , presenting  an ideal starting point for closing 
existing market gaps  where packaging is recycled into packaging and commercial and 
industrial products . 

Recent consultation on reforming packaging regulation by the Australian Government 
indicates that a broad spectrum of industry , including  the brands and retailers responsible 
for the procurement of plastic packaging and recyclers , are supportive of stronger national 
regulation around the packaging and plastic packaging recycling value chain .  

Additional consultation  by the Australian Packaging Covenant Organisation (APCO) 
confirms the high levels of industry support for packaging value chain regulation . But also 
shows that  this support is conditional on certainty around the timing and scope of 
regulat ion, as well as ensuring that all businesses and industry sectors must participate ( i.e., 
managing free- rider issues  and establishing system wide minimum quality standards ). 
Government is perfectly placed to address these two issues, underscoring the imperative for  
promised  packaging regulatory reform  to address the ongoing structural challenges in the 
domestic market .3  

Extended producer  responsibility  is identified as the priority  approach to reform   

Both t he Australian Government  ŀƴŘ !t/hΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ identified that extended producer 
responsibility ( EPR) is the industry Ωǎ preferred approach. EPR makes brand owners and 
retailers financially and operationally responsible for managing their products after they are 
sold, including after consumer use.  

EPR relies on an  eco-modulated fee  and incentive  structure  where producers and brand 
owners and retailers pay a fee based on the volume of packaging they place on the market. 
The more sustainable the packaging (e.g., if it's recyclable and made with recycled content ) 
the lower the fee  and/or greater the incentive . The collected revenue from EPR eco -
modulated fees can then be invested in waste collection, recovery and recycling 
infrastructure . Re- investment can help to address the cost gap between virgin and  recycled 
materials, ideally reducing the gap over time .  

EPR has a long history in markets like the EU and US, states where significant trial and error 
has occurred in implementation.  In particular, the EU schemes are currently introducing 
adjustments to close the market gap for domestic recycling by introducing incentives for 
domestically produced recyclate. 4 

An Australian mandated  EPR can learn from these schemes to develop an  approach that 
addresses the challenge s imposed by global supply chains and markets in which plastic 
packaging is produced and procured.   

National packaging reforms can redirect 370  kilotonnes  of plastic packaging waste from 

landfill  and  reduce emissions by 0.7  million tonnes  CO2e each year while increasing  

economic activity by $2.5b 

Rennie has developed a techno -economic model of production, import, consumption and 
post- consumer uses of plastic in Australia, with a particular focus on packaging. This model 
allows for an investigation of the trade-offs that can come from different approaches to 
reforming packaging regulation. In particular, it allows test ing  of different levels of EPR eco-
modulated  fees and different minimum recycled content requirements  focused on  the use 
of domestic recycled plastic content in packaging.  

 
3 DCCEEW, Reforming Packaging Regulation  (2025) 
4 OECD, Plastics Recycled Content Requirements (2024) 

https://www.dcceew.gov.au/environment/protection/waste/packaging/reforming-packaging-regulation
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2024/05/plastics-recycled-content-requirements_c6de64b7/b311ee60-en.pdf?
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The model has been informed by significant industry consultation and data from a bespoke 
survey of recycling industry participants . Key findings of this survey indicate that EPR 
measures which close a weighted average cost gap of around $1 ,000 per tonne  between 
domestic recycled plastic and imported virgin plastic will level the playing field  (noting this 
varies by polymer) . Closing this gap would drive change in procurement practices  and is 
comparable to  eco-modulated  fee levels seen internationally . It sh ould be noted the 
specific EPR eco- modulated fee magnitudes within the scenarios do not form a part of 
th e policy proposal.  

The results indicate  that,  within the next 5 years , fully closing the $1,000 gap via an EPR  
scheme and accompanying this with a n overall 30% domestic recycled content requirement  
can: 

¶ Reduce emissions by 0.7 million tonnes CO 2e per annum  

¶ Increase economic activity in Australia by $2.5 billion in gross value -add 

¶ Create 19,000 direct and indirect jobs, 

¶ Spur additional investment of $220 million  in private capital  

¶ Reduce the total plastic packaging waste going to landfill by 370 kilotonnes per 
annum . 

The cost to Australian households for EPR reform is minimal  

On average, Australian households spend about $246 per week on groceries, with the 
materials used in packaging (such as paper, plastic, aluminium and glass) accounting for 
around 2.5% of this total,  or approximately $6.14 per week. Introducing an  effective EPR 
scheme with a 20-30% domestic recycled content requirement for plastic packaging is 
estimated to increase weekly plastic packaging  material  costs by only $ 0.19-0.31, which is 
around 0.1% of the weekly grocery bill.  

This cost is relatively small compared to the additional cost of plastic waste born e by 
households. Australians currently face an average environmental harm  cost of $215 per year 
due to plastic waste externalities and  already pay over $200 a year on total  household bin 
collection alone.  hŦ ǘƘƛǎ ϷнллΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ $70-$95 can be attributed to packaging .5 

While this modelling is intended to quantify trade-offs in different policy choices (rather than 
identifying a preferred policy) , it does show that a well- balanced policy can complement 
existing packaging reform initiatives while boosting  !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǊŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ǎŜŎǘƻǊΦ 

 

These two key asks can be achieved quickly within existing legislation  and do not require a 
wholesale review of the broader circula r economy in Australia . Speed is necessary to avoid 
closures seen in the EU and US and support investment certainty in a highly uncertain 
financial climate .  

While this analysis focuses on structural reform, there are also  immediate actions 
government could take to support the sector during policy design, including enhanced 
public procurement of domestic recycled content .  

 
5 Maddin and Florin (2024), άCharacterisation of household single -use packaging flows through a municipal waste system: A 
material flow analysis for New South Wales, Australiaέ 

Two key asks from industry to the Australian Government have emerged based on 

extensive consultation with industry, surveying, data analysis and modelling:  

¶ Within the next 3 months, announce a timebound commitment to 
introducing National Packaging Reform through mandated EPR.  

¶ Commit to measures to drive procurement of domestic recycled plastic in 
packaging and other applications, through  government procurement and 
EPR incentives. 
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[A milk bottle is placed in a recycling bin ]  
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1 Introduction  

1.1 Focus of this report  

Project Background  

Australia has failed to meet  our 2025 National Packaging Target of recycling or composting 
70% of plastic packaging.  

The core issue is a market failure: domestic recycled plastic remains more expensive than 
imported virgin or recycled material due to high domestic costs and a lack of mechanisms 
to drive demand . This situation means that, currently, half ƻŦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ǊŜŎȅŎƭƛƴƎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ is 
unused and further capacity is unlikely to grow . Global oversupply of cheap virgin plastics 
further undermines  local producers, creating financial, economic, environmental and 
sustainability risks ŦƻǊ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΣ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΣ ƛƴdustries and economy . 

The Project 

Within this context, Rennie Advisory, the Australian Council of Recycl ing (ACOR) and the 
Australian Packaging Covenant Organisation (APCO) have partnered for the Advancing 
Plastic Recycling in Australia (APRA) project. The goal of the project is to develop an evidence 
base to support National Packaging Reform  which unlocks the use of domestic plastic 
recyclate. As such, the work is focused on plastic packaging  but recognise s that plastic 
packaging exists in the broader context of plastic markets, the recycl ing industry and other 
packaging types. 

The objectives of the work are to: 

¶ Quantify the challenge:  Model supply -demand imbalances, cost structures, and 
environmental impact for domestic and imported plastics,  

¶ Illustrate the cost of failing to act:  develop scenarios articulating the 
environmental and economic effects of inaction,  

¶ Demonstrate benefits of reform:  Provide the robust economic, environmental, 
social, and sovereign capability case for the implementation of reform, identifying 
the optimal approach for plastic packaging waste,  

¶ Identify actionable policy options:  Develop practical EPR eco-modulated fee 
mechanisms, quick wins, and regulatory pathways for government intervention.  

The approach followed for the project is outlined in Figure 1-1. 
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Figure 1-1: Approach to evidence base development  

 

1.2 Report structure  

The report outlines : 
 

¶ Plastics in Australia:  Providing an overview of the global market context, plastics 
flows in Australia today and into the future and environmental harm.  

¶ Plastic recycling in Australia : Detailing the role of  plastic recycling in Australia, 
current industry and planned investment, insights from the recycling industry 
survey, cost disadvantage and the utilisation challenge if Australia fails to support 
recyclate markets. 

¶ Opportunities for reform in recycling and plastic packaging : Outlining  !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ 
ambitions and lack of progress, key reform models, industry support for clear 
national reform, lessons learnt from overseas and the critical need to incorporate 
brand and retailer perspectives. 

¶ Impacts of reform options : Presenting the  modelling, scenarios analysed, results 
and their implications for policy design.  

¶ Policy Directions : Sets out industry priorities for Government  action, key features of 
an effective approach, how this approach mitigates industr ȅΩǎ risks, roles and 
responsibilities  and alignment with existing government initiatives.  
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[Bales of clean recycled plastic are handled]  
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2 Plastic and Packaging  in Australia  

2.1 Plastic packaging use in Australia today  

Packaging serves a critical role in the transport, protection and storage of products across 
the Australian economy. Packaging in Australia spans a range of materials (e.g. glass, 
paperboard, metals, wood, and plastics ), each selected for specific properties such as 
strength, weight, barrier and thermal performance , sustainability  and recyclability . In 
Australia, plastic packaging accounted for around 18% of all packaging placed on the market 
by weight in 2022-23 (Figure 2-1).6  

Plastic packaging remains essential in food, beverage, and pharmaceutical supply chains 
due to its lightweight nature, durability, versatility, and cost -effectiveness. It is used in both 
rigid formats (e.g. bottles and containers) and flexible formats (e.g. wraps and films), across 
retail and industrial applications. Its role in maintaining product integrity, hygiene, and shelf 
life will continue to make it the preferred c hoice for manufacturers and retailers. 7,8 

Figure 2-1: !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ǇŀŎƪŀƎƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ нлнн- 239 

 

Materials such as paper, cardboard, glass  and metals frequently struggle to meet the 
technical specifications required for plastic packaging applications. In applications 
demanding moisture and oxygen barriers, strength, and transparency, many alternatives 
must be multilayered or coated, often still i ncorporating plastic elements. This  contaminate s 
fibre or organics streams and impedes recyclability .10,11 

Furthermore, substitutes like glass, metal, and wood are significantly heavier than plastic, 
increasing transport - related emissions and costs. While these materials may offer benefits 
in perceived sustainability  or recyclability , life - cycle assessments show that their higher 
embodied energy and weight can offset those gains. 12 

 
6 APCO, Australian Packaging Consumption & Recovery Data 2022ς23 (2024) 
7 Farrell et al., The function and properties of common food packaging materials and their suitability for reusable packaging: 
The transition from a linear to circular economy (2024) 
8 APCO, Flexible Plastic Consumption and Recovery 2022-2023 Factsheet, (2024) 
9 DCCEEW, National Waste and Resource Recovery Report (2024) 
10 Tamizhdurai, P. et al., A state-of- the-art review of multilayer packaging recycling: Challenges, alternatives, and outlook 
(2024) 
11 APCO, Quickstart  Guide ς Designing for Recyclability: Fibre-Based Packaging, (2025) 
12 ECD, Global Plastics Outlook ς Policy Scenarios to 2060, (2022) 

https://documents.packagingcovenant.org.au/public-documents/APCO%20Australian%20Packaging%20Consumption%20and%20Recovery%20Data%202022-23
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2666086524000341
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2666086524000341
https://documents.packagingcovenant.org.au/public-documents/APCO%20Material%20Factsheet%20Flexible%20Plastics
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/national-waste-and-resource-recovery-report-2024.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0959652624008503
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0959652624008503
https://documents.packagingcovenant.org.au/public-documents/Quickstart%20Guide%20-%20Designing%20for%20Recyclability%3B%20Fibre-Based%20Packaging
https://documents.packagingcovenant.org.au/public-documents/Quickstart%20Guide%20-%20Designing%20for%20Recyclability%3B%20Fibre-Based%20Packaging
https://documents.packagingcovenant.org.au/public-documents/Quickstart%20Guide%20-%20Designing%20for%20Recyclability%3B%20Fibre-Based%20Packaging
https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2022/06/global-plastics-outlook_f065ef59/aa1edf33-en.pdf
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2.2 !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ŎƘŀƛƴ 

Around 90% of plastics sold in Australia are imported. This includes around 2.8 million tonnes 
of imported finished products and  around 1.1 million tonnes of resins imported for domestic 
manufacturing , reflecting a strong reliance on offshore supply chains. 13 

LƳǇƻǊǘŜŘ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ /ƘƛƴŀΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǎ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ рф҈ ƻŦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ 
plastic goods. Other major contributors include Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, Vietnam, and 
Singapore.  

Virgin resins are primarily sourced from large petrochemical refineries across Asia. These 
refineries benefit from economies of scale , producing large volumes of virgin plastic resin 
cheaply. The lack of economies of scale in Australia mean  virgin plastic  production  is more 
expensive than international alternatives. Additionally, local manufacturers face higher 
energy, labour, regulatory and land costs, which result in premium pricing and make it 

difficult to compete with imports. 14 

¢ƘŜǎŜ !ǎƛŀƴ ǊŜŦƛƴŜǊƛŜǎ ŦƻǊƳ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ǘǊŀŘŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜǎ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ 
dependence on upstream processing capacity located offshore.  

Figure 2-2: ¢ǊŀŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƻŦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ15 

 

All but one domestic plastic manufacturing facili ty for virgin plastic resins has closed in 
Australia. Over the past 15 years, multiple local resin production sites have shut down or 
ceased basic materials manufacturing,  ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ vŜƴƻǎΣ ƭŜŀǾƛƴƎ ƻƴƭȅ ±ƛǾŀ 9ƴŜǊƎȅΩǎ 
polypropylene plant. 16 As a result, !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ƭƛŦŜŎȅŎƭŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƻǾŜǊǿƘŜƭƳƛƴƎƭȅ ƭƛƴŜŀǊΣ 
with imported plastics dominating supply , and disposal as the default end-of- life pathway.17  

The mix of these international and domestic sources is highlighted in Figure 2-2, above. The 
relatively restricted role of Australian suppliers can be further seen in Figure 2-3, below , 
where Australia accounts for a minority share of  input into the total volume of manufactured 

 
13 DCCEEW, Australian Plastics Flows and Fates Reporting (2025); 
14 Australian Strategic Policy Institute Helium, polyethylene and more: Australia loses basicȤmaterials industries (2024) 
15 Developed from World Integrated Traded Solutions weighted -average import pricing across virgin resins . 
16 AFR, Gas costs could sink more manufacturers after Qenos collapse, (2024) 
17 DCCEEW, Australian Plastics Flows and Fates Reporting (2025) 

https://www.dcceew.gov.au/environment/protection/waste/plastics-and-packaging/australian-plastic-flows-fates-reporting
https://www.aspistrategist.org.au/helium-polyethylene-and-more-australia-loses-basic-materials-industries
https://www.afr.com/policy/energy-and-climate/gas-costs-could-sink-more-manufacturers-after-qenos-aig-20240418-p5fl03
https://www.afr.com/policy/energy-and-climate/gas-costs-could-sink-more-manufacturers-after-qenos-aig-20240418-p5fl03
https://www.afr.com/policy/energy-and-climate/gas-costs-could-sink-more-manufacturers-after-qenos-aig-20240418-p5fl03
https://www.dcceew.gov.au/environment/protection/waste/plastics-and-packaging/australian-plastic-flows-fates-reporting
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resins. All Australian manufactured resins must then be further processed, domestically, into 
final products.  

Figure 2-3: Australian plastic sources and fates18 

 

  

 
18 Developed from World Integrated Trade Solution databases for primary plastics and finished goods.  Market share 
determined based upon value of product sold into the Australian market.  
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2.3 The global market context  

Understanding Australia's domestic recycling challenge requires an understanding of the 
global market forces that have fundamentally altered the economics of polymer production 
over the past five years. Virgin plastic production is increasingly becoming a core profit 
centre for some of the world's largest and most well - capitalised companies.  The 
combination of Chinese coal - to- chemicals expansion and oil major investment is creating 
structural oversupply that is suppressing virgin plastic prices globally . 

China's coal- to- chemicals sector has rapidly expanded , ŎƻƴǾŜǊǘƛƴƎ /ƘƛƴŀΩǎ ŀōǳƴŘŀƴǘ Ŏƻŀƭ 
resources into chemicals used to make plastics, rather than relying on imported oil or gas.  
Between 2019 and 2024, China reportedly added petrochemical capacity equivalent to the 
combined capacity of Europe, Japan, and Korea.19 Coal consumption in chemicals increased 
46.5% year-on-year in February 2024, with 75 new coal - to-chemical initiatives across 15 
provinces potentially consuming 1 billion tonnes of coal annually. 20 

This expansion has repositioned China from the world's largest polymer importer to a 
significant exporter, placing sustained downward pressure on global virgin plastic prices. 
According to the International Energy Agency ( IEA), shipments from the Middle East and 
Asia declined approximately 30% in the first nine months of 2023 compared to 2019 levels as 
Chinese production displaced imports and began competing in export markets.  

Major oil companies are also fundamentally repositioning their businesses as 
petrochemicals become the primary driver of oil demand growth. The IEA projects 
petrochemicals will account for just under  50% of oil demand growth to 2050, making 
plastics production central to the long - term strategy of fossil fuel producers. 21  

This strategic pivot is already visible in corporate results. ExxonMobil's 2024 Chemical 
Products earnings reached US$2.6 billion, an increase of US$940 million compared to 2023. 
High -value chemical products , such as plastics, are projected to contribute significantly to 
2030 earnings potential. Similar strategic repositioning is occurring across major producers 
globally. 22 

For Australian recyclers, this means competing not just against cheaper labour and 
energy costs overseas, but against a global industry undergoing fundamental capacity 
expansion.  

Critically, this price suppression comes with significant environmental costs that are not 
reflected in market prices. Coal -based polymer production generate s approximately twice 

the COϜ emissions of petrochemical production .23 24 This creates a perverse outcome as the 
cheapest virgin plastic available to Australian manufacturers often carries the highest 
environmental footprint, while domestically recycled cont ent cannot compete on price.  

These global dynamics mean that supply - side investment in Australian recycling 
infrastructure alone cannot create viable markets for domestic recyclate. Without demand -
side intervention to close the cost gap  for domestic recycled plastic , Australian recyclers will 
continue to be undercut by global oversupply of virgin plastic produced with externalised 
environmental costs.  

 
19 International Energy Agency, "China's petrochemical surge is driving global oil demand growth," IEA Commentary (2023), 
https://www.iea.org/commentaries/china -s-petrochemical - surge- is-driving -global -oil- demand -growth  
20 Qiu, C. and Schäpe, B., "Analysis: China's coal- to-chemicals growth risks climate goals," Centre for Research on Energy and 
Clean Air / Dialogue Earth (December 2024), https://dialogue.earth/en/business/analysis -chinas-coal- to-chemicals-growth -
risks-climate -goals/ 
21 International Energy Agency, "The Future of Petrochemicals: Towards more sustainable plastics and fertilisers," IEA Report 
(2018), https://www.iea.org/reports/the - future -of-petrochemicals  
22 Exxon Mobil Corporation, "ExxonMobil announces 2024 results," Press Release (January 2025), 
https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/news/news - releases/2025/0131_exxonmobil-announces-2024- results 
23 HSBC Global Research, cited in ICIS, "China monthly: Coal- to-olefins economics are a major challenge" (April 2013), 
https://www.icis.com/explore/resources/news/2013/04/05/9656098/china-monthly -coal- to-olefins-economics-are-a-major -
challenge/  
24 Cabernard, L. et al., "Growing environmental footprint of plastics driven by coal combustion," Nature Sustainability 
(December 2021), https://www.nature.com/articles/s41893-021-00807-2 
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Case Study 2- 1: Europe's recycling infrastructure collapses despite 
ambitious regulatory targets  

In November 2025, twelve major companies spanning Europe's plastics value chain issued 
an urgent warning that the continent's recycled plastics industry was on the verge of 
collapse. The group included LyondellBasell, Eastman, and waste management giants 
Remondis and Suez. Despite being recognised as strategically vital for achieving EU 
sustainability goals, European recyclers face unprecedented plant closures driven by what 
the industry described as "unfair competition and a regulatory framework still unde r 
development."  

According to Plastics Recyclers Europe, nearly one million tonnes of recycling capacity had 
been lost across just three years from 2023 to 2025. Facility closures in 2024 doubled 
compared to 2023, with preliminary 2025 data showing a further 50% increase. The 
Netherlands lost seven plastic recycling plants in 2024 alone. These loses were focussed on 
materials targeted for increased recycling under the forthcoming Packaging and Packaging 
Waste Regulation. The Netherlands and United Kingdom together represent ed half of all 
capacity lost. 

¢ƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ƘŀŘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘŜŘ ϵр ōƛƭƭƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ нлнл ŀƴŘ нлно ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ƳŀƴŘŀǘƻǊȅ 
targets. Yet recyclers found themselves squeezed between high European energy costs, 
falling demand, and what they characterised as a flood of cheap, unregulated impo rts from 
outside the region. At the same time, EU plastic waste exports to countries outside the 
OECD surged in 2024 compared to 2022. This revealed a fundamental contradiction with 
Europe exporting more waste while its domestic recycling infrastructure co ntracted.  

The regulatory framework compounded these market pressures. The EU introduced a 
tƭŀǎǘƛŎ [ŜǾȅ ƛƴ нлнмΣ ǊŜǉǳƛǊƛƴƎ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ϵлΦул ǇŜǊ ƪƛƭƻƎǊŀƳ ƻŦ ƴƻƴ-
ǊŜŎȅŎƭŜŘ ǇƭŀǎǘƛŎ ǇŀŎƪŀƎƛƴƎ ǿŀǎǘŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜǎ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ϵт ōƛƭƭƛƻƴ ŀƴƴǳŀƭƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
EU budget. However, these funds went to general budget purposes rather than supporting 
the recycling industry. Meanwhile, the detailed secondary legislation needed to 
operationalise the Packaging and Packaging Waste Regulation remained under 
development, leaving investors unable to commit capital without clarity on future market 
rules. 

The European industry has developed a three-pillar response proposal. First, they called for 
mandatory recycled content targets with explicit geographic restrictions, requir ing recycled 
content to be sourced from Europe. They warned that , without this, targets would simply 
drive additional imports and finance foreign infrastructure development. France had 
already moved in this direction, introducing financial rewards  ŦǊƻƳ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ нлнс ƻŦ ϵпрл ǘƻ 
ϵмΣллл ǇŜǊ ǘƻƴƴŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜǊǎ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀting locally produced recycled plastics. 
Second, the industry demanded protection against fraud in recycled content claims 
through strengthened verification mechanisms and potentially specifi c customs codes for 
circular products. Third, the industry proposed reallocating EU Plastic Levy revenues 
specifically to support European recycling infrastructure rather than general budget 
purposes. 

One industry representative summarised: "Without urgent intervention, Europe's ambitious 
goal to double recycling capacity by 2030 will remain out of reach, future investments in 
Europe will dry up, vital jobs within the entire value chain will be lost and  announced 
projects risk never materialising."  


































































































































