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Green strategies for 
sustainable 
packaging  
Packaging constitutes roughly 46% of global plas-
tic waste (1). In the European Union, packaging 
waste increased by 9.4% (6.7 million metric tons) 
in the decade after 2008, reaching 77.7 million 
metric tons in 2018 (2). Globally, the total value 
of packaging was USD917 billion in 2019; it will 
likely increase to USD1.05 trillion by 2024 (3). 
Countries such as the United Kingdom and China 
are making an effort to curtail packaging waste, 
but to make real progress, governments must re-
quire the packaging industry to embrace more 
sustainable methods. 

The United Kingdom generates more than 11 
million metric tons of packaging waste each year 
despite a recycling and recovery rate of 70% (4). 
To reduce its packaging-related pollution and 
boost recycling and recovery, the United King-
dom launched a plastic packaging tax, under 
which manufacturers and importers are charged 
USD277 per ton when using packaging with less 
than 30% recycled plastic (5). The country is also 
considering strategies to make packaging pro-
ducers responsible for the full cost of designing, 
producing, and discarding the packaging they 
place on the market (6) and a system in which 
consumers would pay a fee at the time of sale 
that would be reimbursed when they returned 
reusable packaging to a designated location (7).  

In 2018, China’s express delivery sector gen-
erated 8.8 million metric tons of packaging 
waste, and in 2020 the country shipped more 
than 80 billion plastic-wrapped parcels—the 
most in the world (8, 9). In March, the Chinese 
Ministry of Transport implemented a green pack-
aging regulation to reduce over-wrapping and in-
crease the use of green materials and recycling 
bins for packaging (10). Companies that do not 
comply with the regulations by using single-use 
plastic could be charged up to USD15,450 per vi-
olation. 

Regulations like those in the United Kingdom 
and China are a step toward making producers 
responsible for their use of packaging products 
and encouraging more recycling-friendly plastic 
packaging (11). However, few companies have 
kept pace with previous legislation related to sus-
tainability. A survey showed that 60% of global 
packaging companies reported no policies on key 
sustainable packaging-related topics (12). Legis-
lation must be structured to make green strate-
gies and sustainable products essential for pack-
aging companies to maintain competitiveness 
and financial profitability. All countries, including 
the United Kingdom and China, should require 
the packaging industry to meet environmental, 
social, and governance standards for sustainabil-
ity. Regulations should be written to include reg-
ular evaluations of companies’ performance and 

hold those in violation accountable with fines or 
fees that are high enough to incentivize compli-
ance.  
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