
Sustainable Packaging
Playbook



It’s the right 
thing to do.

Many of the world’s leading companies are setting targets to 
become more sustainable. To help our customers reach those 

targets we’re innovating the way that the packaging products 
we supply are designed and produced. And, we’re bringing 

more sustainable alternatives to market. 



• Maintaining safe work practices
• Minimizing the impacts of our

activities on communities
• Providing above average

working conditions
• Reducing or eliminating

materials which are harmful to
health or the environment

• Helping our customers reduce
costs and improve profitability
by adopting products and
services with less environmental
impact

• Identifying opportunities and
participating in a more circular,
lower carbon economy

• Maintaining and enhancing

• Continuing to improve our green
warehouse strategy

• Working with our suppliers and
customers to identify
opportunities to replace single
use products with products and
services that reduce
environmental impact

• Establishing key performance
indicators for sustainability

• Providing customers the
opportunity to purchase
products and services that
reduce waste and increase
reuse, recycling and composting

• Developing and achieving
targets for recycled material
content in all product categories

• Advising our customers on
product performance based on

People Profit

ProcessProducts

R3 Redistribution’s sustainability program is designed to help our customers 
reduce their environmental footprint, including greenhouse gas emissions and 
risks to human and environmental health. How? With a consistent focus on:

Use this Playbook to help you evaluate existing packaging materials, explore more 
sustainable alternatives and determine the best product/purpose fit to maximize 
performance and minimize environmental impact.

Our Commitment to Sustainability
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Understanding
plastic packaging.

There are six specific types of plastics used for  
packaging that are identified using numbers 

or their initials. The number 7 represents 
miscellaneous plastics content. 
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What’s Recyclable?
It would be great if plastics just had a simple code for “yes, recycle this” or 
“no, trash it.” Unfortunately, it’s just not that simple.

Recycling centres have the equipment to process these 
plastics. Plenty of manufacturers are willing to buy them.

Becoming more commonly accepted as technology 
improves and as the market for these plastics grows.

Difficult to recycle these plastics into other products. Or, in 
some cases, it is just not economically feasible to do so.
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Let’s explore 
alternatives.

There’s no shortage of alternatives to help reduce 
the use of plastic. The trick is to understand what 

the alternatives are, when they represent a greener 
product choice – and when they may not.



• Plastics that break down due
to a combination of physical
and bacterial activity are called
Oxo-biodegradable.

• Reusable products can be used
multiple times before they reach
the end of their useful life. At that
time, they may also be able to be
recycled into other products.

• Recyclable products are made
from materials that can be
recycled into other products.

• If the new products are more
valuable than the products used to
make them, the process is known
as upcycling. (e.g. clothing made
from recyclable beverage and
water bottles).

• If the products are less valuable
than the products used to make
them, the process is known as
downcycling. (e.g bathroom tissue
made from used office paper).

Oxo-biodegradable

Reusable

Recyclable

Sustainable Materials 101

• In residential recycling,
municipalities and regions
decide whether a product is
recyclable based on appearance,
not the material. Example: in
some municipalities clamshells
are considered recyclable but
clear plastic egg containers,
made of the exact same plastic
material, are not.

• Governments are working to
standardize recycling across the
country but this will take time.

• Reusable products can be used
multiple times.

• Reusable products can be a
sustainable option if the energy and
resources used to manufacture and
clean them are not excessive.

• Studies show that reusable
products have to be used on
average between 15 and 200 times
before they benefit the environment.

• Research has shown that
Oxo-biodegradable plastics only
break down into small fragments
of plastic that may contribute to
the problem of aquatic and marine
plastic pollution.

Why or why not?

Why or why not?

Why or why not?



• “Biodegradable” materials have
been made from renewable
resources and, in a natural
environment, will eventually
break down until they can be
consumed by microorganisms
(bacteria, fungi, algae etc.).

• Compostable materials break
down completely in a specific
amount of time, under specific
conditions. They leave no visible,
distinguishable or toxic residue.

Biodegradable

Compostable

Sustainable Materials 101

• Compostable products will NOT
break down completely in a
landfill site due to insufficient
oxygen levels and produce
harmful GH gases.

• Industrial composting facilities
that are able to accept
compostable packaging

• A product labelled “biodegradable”
does not mean that it meets
composting standards.

• Biodegradable materials are
generally not accepted at
commercial composting facilities
and will not break down in a landfill
site due to insufficient oxygen
levels.

Why or why not?

Why or why not?



It’s all about 
choices.

The right solution is about more than the material 
you choose. Balancing fit for purpose and end-of-life 

management is vital in making the best choice for your 
business, your customers and the planet.



SPI 
Resin 
Code

Type 
of Plastic Typical Uses

Does it Fit 
the  Circular 
Economy?

Possible 
Alternatives

Best End-of-Life 
Management

Polyethylene 
terephthalate

Water and 
beverage bottles, 

other bottles, clam 
shells.

PET is a highly 
recyclable material 
and markets exist 
for recycled PET.

Refillable and 
reusable packaging.

Continued use of PET will 
require more recycling 

facilities for PET.

High density 
polyethylene

Bottles for 
household 

cleaning and 
personal care 

products.

HDPE is a highly 
recyclable material; 

demand for recycled 
HDPE is low.

Refillable and 
reusable packaging.

More recycling.

Greater use of post-
consumer recycled PE 

would increase recycling 
rates.

Polyvinyl 
chloride Trays; film wraps.

Concern over 
environmental and 

health impacts 
of PVC have 
substantially 

reduced its use 
in packaging in 

Canada. It is still 
used for durable 
goods such as 

pipes, siding and 
window frames.

PE resins.
Reusable products.

Bulk supplies.

Low density 
polyethylene

Shopping bags, 
produce bags, 

plastic film 
products.

Management 
of collection for 

recycling is difficult.

Reusable bags, 
compostable film 
bags, paper and 

coated paper 
packaging. LDPE is 
also used for some 
reusable packaging.

See Bunzl factsheet on 
shopping bags.

Polypropylene

Rigid packaging 
such as trays and 

plant trays, durable 
goods.

Polypropylene is 
technically highly 
recyclable but the 

number of recyclers 
handling the materi-

al is small.

Alternatives include 
products from wood 
and other fibres as 
well as  reusable 

trays and 100% post 
consumer recycled 

PP products.

Providing a market for 
recycled material helps to 
drive a Circular Economy.

Polystyrene

Clear rigid plastic 
products such as 
cold drink cups, 
cutlery and CD 

cases. Also in the 
form of foam used 

for hot beverage 
cops, foam clam-
shells, packaging 

materials, etc.

PS is a very low cost 
and easy to break 
material and it has 

been difficult to 
support recycling.

Reusable cups 
and cutlery. Fibre 
packaging. Wood 

and bamboo 
cutlery. Coated fibre, 
either recyclable or 

compostable, for hot 
drink cups. 

Recycling efforts are again 
being made by the PS 
industry but residential 

applications are likely to 
continue to be problematic 

because of the lack and 
difficulty of collecting 

the material in Blue Box 
systems.

Evaluating Alternatives
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SPI 
Resin 
Code

Type of Plastic Typical Uses Does it Fit the  
Circular Economy? Possible Alternatives Best End-of-Life 

Management

Every other 
type of plastic

Many are new 
resins not 
covered by 

the resin code 
system; others 
are multilayer 

materials made 
up of several 

different types 
of plastic. In this 
case separation 
of materials is 

difficult. 

Resin code 7 
products are likely 

to continue to 
face difficulty in a 
Circular Economy 

system. Best to find 
out exactly what 

type of plastic you 
are dealing with 

and explore options 
directly with waste 

management 
professionals, 

recyclers or 
composters. 

If a type 7 is 
compostable explore 

opportunities for 
composting the 

material. Otherwise, 
discuss with recyclers or 
switch to a product from 
resin codes 1, 2, 4 or 5.

Compostable 
plastics

Film bags, wraps, 
food packaging, 

that may become 
contaminated, 

single use coffee 
pods.

Compostable 
plastics are a 
good Circular 

Economy option 
where facilities 

for their end of life 
composting exist.

To achieve 
environmental benefit, 
compostable products 

must be composted 
in an industrial 

composting facility.

Photo- 
degradable 

products

Films, bags, 
sacs, etc. Not 

environmentally 
preferred 

because of 
concern that they 

may degrade 
only into small 

plastic particles.

Not recyclable. 
Can contaminate 
recycling streams.

Recyclable or 
compostable 

products. Ensure 
that recycling 

or composting 
facilities are 

available to the end 
user.

No Res-
in Code

For example, 
paper 

laminated to a 
plastic film or 

coating.

Hot drink cups.
Can be recycled 
but facilities are 
currently limited.

Reusable cups and 
plates; Uncoated 

fibre products 
are more likely to 
be collected for 

recycling.

Recycling is available 
for plastic film  coated 
paper but facilities are 

currently in short supply. 

Evaluating Alternatives
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