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Abstract

The packaging industry has been under pressure for more than 20 years to reduce the environmental impacts of its products. Despite significant investments in litter reduction and kerbside recycling programs over that period, packaging has maintained its high profile in the public discourse on environmental issues. Specific concerns about packaging are rarely articulated beyond those of waste and litter, but seem to step from deeper unease within elements of the community about the impacts of industrial development on the environment.

The term ‘product stewardship’ started to be widely used in the late 1990’s when certain stakeholder groups began to promote the view that companies should be responsible for products throughout their life cycle, including at end-of-life, although there are differences of opinion about whether this responsibility should be total or shared with other parts of the supply chain. Today the discourse is increasingly about ‘sustainability’ and what this means for the packaging industry. However, both ‘sustainability’ and ‘product stewardship’ are contested terms that have different meanings to different groups and individuals in the community. 

This paper provides an introduction to the discourse on packaging and the environment, product stewardship and sustainability, and presents the results of a stakeholder survey undertaken in Australia in 2003. The purpose of the survey was to document the views of key stakeholders involved in shaping the discourse on the environmental impacts and management of packaging. 

The survey revealed many areas of agreement, for example on the definition of ‘product stewardship’ as a form of ‘shared responsibility’ between organisations within the packaging supply chain. This view has clearly shaped, and been shaped by, negotiations between government and industry to develop the (Australian) National Packaging Covenant.

1. Introduction

Packaging is integral to modern systems of production and consumption. In the business-to-consumer market, where the majority of packaging is consumed, it is a fundamental complementary element in product distribution and promotion. Packaging is vital to the consumer product industry, if not the very source of product differentiation. It allows us to efficiently distribute and market products over long distances and through many steps in the supply chain. New technologies such as modified atmosphere and active packaging have been introduced on a large scale, while consumer demands have driven the market to convenience products, in particular food products that can be prepared quickly. New products, manufactured with advanced production techniques and packaging systems, have enlarged the assortment of products significantly. In today’s modern supermarkets one can easily find in excess of 30,000 different articles imported from all over the world. 

These are the benefits, but what about the costs? Certain groups in the community, including local governments, EPA’s and non-government environment groups have long been concerned about the environmental impacts of packaging, in particular the impacts of consuming large quantities of material for the manufacture of ‘single-use’ products, and the impacts of disposal after use. This concern seems to fluctuate in line with economic and political cycles, but has grown alongside much broader community unease about the environmental impacts of industrial development. This is currently being expressed in terms of a desire for increased ‘sustainability’, and more specifically for ‘ecologically sustainable development’ that addresses community goals for economic growth, social equity and justice, and environmental sustainability. A more recent development in this debate is increasing demands for ‘product stewardship’, which requires greater responsibility by industry for the life cycle management of their products.

This paper aims to draw together some of the different perspectives on packaging, product stewardship and sustainability. These are taken from the product stewardship and sustainability literature, media coverage of packaging, and a recent stakeholder survey in Australia. The first section provides a brief history of environmental concerns about plastics and packaging, and provides some more recent perspectives from media coverage of packaging issues. The second section traces the development of the term ‘product stewardship’, both internationally and in Australia. This concept has become one of the core principles behind the policy framework for packaging in Australia – the National Packaging Covenant (NPC). 

Further background is provided in section three, summarizing some of the recent literature on sustainability as relevant to the discourse about the perceived ‘environmental problem’ that packaging represents, as well as potential policy solutions.  Section four then presents the results of a recent stakeholder survey that has sought to identify some of the key concerns about packaging, as well as different understandings of product stewardship and sustainability as they relate to packaging.  

Terms such as ‘sustainability’ and ‘product stewardship’ are constantly being defined and redefined in the academic literature, in policy documents, in legislation, and in the media. Definitions are useful if they help the community to clarify issues of concern and to shape policy responses, but they need to be recognized as social constructs rather than objective ‘truths’.  Defining the meaning of sustainability for any specific area of activity, such as packaging, needs to take into account both the best available scientific knowledge about environmental impacts and the views and concerns of key stakeholders. 

2. Product stewardship discourse
2.1 Origins

Similar to many other widely used terms in the environmental policy field, like ‘sustainability’, the term ‘product stewardship’ does not have a single, agreed definition. The discourse has revolved around two key areas of difference: 

· Responsibility, i.e. whether the primary responsibility for the management of packaging should rest with the producer/brand owner, or shared in some form between relevant companies in the supply chain, government and consumers; and

· Regulation, i.e. whether responsibilities should be enshrined in legislation, controlled through voluntary agreements (e.g. covenants) or entirely voluntary (e.g. codes of practice).

The origins of the product stewardship discourse lie in three related but separate developments:

· The use of the term ‘stewardship’ by the Canadian and American chemical industry associations to describe a new approach to life cycle management of chemicals, called ‘Responsible Care ’;

· Development in Europe of ‘Extended Producer Responsibility’ (EPR) as a policy framework for managing products at end-of-life; and

· Adoption in the United States of ‘product stewardship’ as an umbrella term for a ‘shared responsibility’ approach to managing products at end-of-life (also called ‘Extended Product Responsibility’.
2.2 The Australian perspective 

In Australia the meaning of the term ‘product stewardship’ is closely aligned to the US interpretation, implying shared responsibility and minimal (or no) regulation.

The first major policy initiative designed to reduce the environmental impacts of packaging in Australia was the Container Deposit Legislation (CDL) introduced in South Australia in 1975, primarily to support the return of refillable beverage containers and to control litter. To date South Australia remains the only Australian State jurisdiction with CDL. The first attempt to introduce a policy framework to minimize packaging waste was the endorsement by ANZECC
 of the National Waste Minimization and Recycling Strategy and the National Kerbside Recycling Strategy in 1992. A number of material specific strategies prepared by industry groups were also endorsed by ANZECC.

In November 1996 ANZECC directed the Standing Committee on Environmental Protection to ‘commence negotiations, encompassing local government and all parts of  the packaging chain, on a national packaging agreement based on the principle of shared responsibility’ (ANZECC 1999: 1).
The resulting agreement, the National Packaging Covenant (NPC) took three years to negotiate. It was signed on 28 August1999 by ANZECC governments (excluding South Australia), some industry and local government associations, and some companies.

One of its key objectives is to ‘Establish a framework based on the principle of shared responsibility for the effective lifecycle management of packaging and paper products including their recovery and utilization (ANZECC 1999: 2).
It states that the NPC ‘is based on the principle of product stewardship’ and that, ‘consequent on this principle, all participants in the packaging chain – raw material suppliers, designers, packaging manufacturers, packaging users, retailers, consumers, all spheres of government, collection agencies – accept responsibility for the environmental impacts associated with their sphere of activity’ (ANZECC 1999: 4).

The principle of shared responsibility was strongly advocated by industry groups. A survey of industry representatives undertaken at the time found that ‘an overall view expressed by industry is the acknowledgement that there is shared responsibility for the environmental impact of packaging throughout its life cycle. But it is in the recovery for recycling (either in the management of collection operations or in the process companies pays for the return of used packaging) that companies most often felt that responsibility rested solely with government agencies.’ (NEPC 1998: 113). 

However, a different position was taken by local government groups, who argued that industry needed to take more responsibility for recovery of their products at end-of-life, either by taking products back directly or by subsidizing local government recycling programs. The Australian Local Government Association (ALGA) produced a document, Waste Minimization Strategy: Kerbside Recycling in 1997 that stated that an efficient, effective and sustainable kerbside system should include ‘involvement of all stakeholders in a manner based on fair principles where responsibility is distributed on the basis of contribution to the problem’ (ALGA Kerbside Strategy p. b, cited in NEPC 1998: 124).

This position has not changed since the NPC was negotiated. In 1999 ALGA, on behalf of member state and territory associations, resolved to refuse to sign the covenant until it was made more acceptable to local government. One of the requirements was that the term ‘shared responsibility’ be replaced by ‘industry lifecycle responsibility’ (Montgomery 2003: 5).

3. Sustainability discourse

The term ‘product stewardship’ is generally used to describe a principle underlying policy approaches to the environmental management of products. It implies increased   responsibility by industry for the management of products throughout their life cycle, often with particular reference to disposal or recovery at end-of-life. What is normally missing from the product stewardship discourse is any explicit discussion about the goals of product stewardship, beyond simplistic and narrow references to recycling and waste reduction. The following section provides a very brief introduction to the sustainability discourse, which provides some context for attempts to define sustainability of packaging.

Sustainability has been defined as the goal of sustainable development, which is ‘types of economic and social development that protect and enhance the natural environment and social equity’ (Diesendorf 2000: 23). 

The term ‘sustainable development’ entered the public debate after the World Commission on Environment and Development published their landmark report, Our Common Future, in 1987. It was defined in this report as ‘development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (World Commission on Environment and Development 1987: 43). 

Many writers have attempted to further define sustainability and to develop practical strategies and guidelines. In Beyond the Limits a sustainable society is defined as ‘one that can persist over generations, one that is far-seeing enough, flexible enough and wise enough not to undermine either its physical or its social systems of support’ (Meadows 1992: 209). 

Perhaps one of the most fundamental conclusions about sustainability is that our current patterns of production and consumption are unsustainable. Hardin Tibbs has described what he sees as ‘the crisis of unsustainability’, and notes that there will need to be a transitional period while current patterns of unsustainability are replaced by a future condition of sustainability (Tibbs 1999). 

In their book Natural Capitalism, Paul Hawken, Amory Lovins and Hunter Lovins argue that the earth’s natural capital, in the form of products such as timber and oil, and services such as water storage and clean air, is diminishing at an alarming rate (Hawken et al. 1999). The authors argue that we need a new industrial revolution; one that moves us to a new industrial system that values human and natural capital as well as conventional economic values. They propose four strategies for natural capitalism - radical resource productivity, biomimicry, service and flow economy, and investing in natural capital (Hawken et al. 1999).

Debates about sustainability need to recognize that different interpretations of sustainability and sustainable development reflect differences in values and to a certain extent, local circumstances and contexts. Forsyth (2003) argues that a critical approach to political ecology is needed in order to assess how explanations of environmental degradation are ‘storylines’ that simply reflect alternative political viewpoints. Meppem (2000) suggests a new approach to sustainability planning that involves a ‘discursive community’, or greater participation by local communities in decision-making:

Working with sustainability means embracing ambiguity in dealing with an elusive and diverse array of societal values. Any attempt to define sustainability in a positive / normative sense neglects the complexity that sustainability implies. Rather, a more appropriate strategy would be to open out the debate between development and environmental integrity in particular contexts (p 48)

In the packaging sector the term ‘Sustainability’ is currently receiving increased attention. The long-standing debate on the environmental impacts of packaging is evolving from a narrow focus on recycling and waste reduction towards a more holistic debate on life cycle environmental impacts of the entire packaging supply chain.  To enable constructive guidance of sustainable development in packaging there is a need to define sustainability within this specific context. 

The next section summarizes an attempt to gather different perspectives on sustainability within this context.

4. Stakeholder survey

As a first step towards defining sustainable packaging, a stakeholder survey was undertaken by author Helen Lewis to explore the current connotation of sustainability for companies in the packaging supply chain and some of its key external stakeholders. 
4.1 Research method
The method used for the survey was a limited survey of identified ‘experts’ selected on the basis of their involvement in the packaging supply chain or in an organisation with an interest in the environmental impacts of packaging. The expert panel included representatives from Australian companies, industry associations, government authorities, academia, and environment organisations. 

The initial survey was sent by email to approximately 50 individuals between May and October 2003, and 30 surveys had been returned by 31 October 2003. The sectors represented by survey respondents are listed in Table 1. 

Table 1: Number of respondents from each sector

	Sector
	Number

	Manufacturer (raw materials / packaging / food/beverage)
	8

	Retailer (grocery / other)
	2

	Industry association
	4

	Government (State and local)
	6

	Non-government environment organization
	2

	Consultant
	3

	Academic
	3

	Other (importer / individual)
	2

	Total
	30


4.2 Survey results
Survey results for each of the questions are summarized below.

4.2.1 Do you think that current systems for the ‘life cycle management’ of packaging are sustainable?

The first question was designed to elicit a simple answer to a complex question about the perceived sustainability of packaging, using language directly from the NPC. The objectives of the NPC include ‘effective lifecycle management of packaging’ and ‘sustainable environmental benefits’. 

While 73% of respondents believe that current systems are ‘unsustainable’, many rightly point out that the question is difficult, if not impossible, to answer without further clarification. 

Concern was expressed that there are no generally accepted definitions of ‘life cycle management’ or ‘sustainable’, for example:

…I don't think anyone has actually defined what sustainable really means let alone tried to ascertain if the system meets it.

Industry association

Several respondents commented that the answer depends on which packaging material (e.g. plastics or cardboard), or which part of the industry, is considered. Another view was that it may also depend on the specific environmental criteria used to evaluate sustainability, or the level of community support for packaging:

… if the actual key to sustainability is the likelihood of continued consumer acceptance of the packaging then the answer is different. As we're seeing with plastic bags, growing consumer concerns and pressure are likely to make this form of packaging unsustainable in the not too distant future.

Government

Some commented that it is too early to say whether packaging systems are sustainable or not. One manufacturer noted that it is still early days, while another discussed progress in terms of a sustainable packaging journey.

Many of the respondents who answered ‘no’ to this question highlighted issues relating to end-of-life management, i.e. the lack of recycling facilities for some materials. Others focused on the need to minimize impacts over the total life cycle, or highlighted the potential conflict between the two goals:

There is inadequate consideration of and intention to address: resource minimization / efficiency; responsibility for waste created by packaging i.e. extended producer responsibility; systems for recovery of packaging waste for recycling / reuse; design for sustainability e.g. reuse, minimal materials etc.

Non-government environment group

Many respondents identified barriers to sustainability, and the tensions that exist between commercial and environmental demands on packaging. Barriers that were identified include, changing life styles and consumption trends that are driving changes in packaging systems, a lack of understanding or commitment from industry and/or consumers, and a lack of regulatory enforcement.

4.2.2 What do you think are the most significant benefits of packaging?

Any examination of sustainability needs to begin with the question – is the product necessary? Is it useful? The negative impacts of a product on the environment, and possible solutions, need to be considered within this context. 

Survey respondents were therefore asked to list, in order of importance, the perceived benefits of packaging. 

Most respondents were able to list at least 3 benefits of packaging, with a total number of 113 responses to the question. The most commonly listed benefits were:

1. Product containment and preservation

2. Convenient transport and distribution

3. Tamper evidence and food safety 

4. Product information and identification

5. Marketing and product differentiation

6. Convenience for consumers; and

7. Product life extension.

One respondent noted that the packaging industry, apart from providing direct benefits through its primary functions of preservation, transport, etc, is also a major employer.

4.2.3 What do you think are the most significant environmental impacts of packaging?

Respondents were asked to list, in order of importance, the perceived impacts of packaging. A total number of 114 responses were received to this question. The most commonly listed impacts were:

1. Litter and its impacts on wildlife and visual amenity

2. Amount of waste to landfill and the impacts of landfill (e.g. leachate)

3. Excessive or inefficient use of materials

4. Reduction in waste due to food preservation

5. Toxic wastes from manufacture or end-of-life

6. Energy costs; and

7. Lack of secondary markets for new materials.

As this list indicates, not all impacts are negative. A number of respondents also mentioned the positive environmental impacts that packaging has on the environment, particularly by reducing product waste.

Some respondents also mentioned negative social impacts of packaging, such as:

1. Fostering unsustainable consumption habits, such not valuing materials and a ‘throw-away mentality’

2. Costs of packaging

3. Increased consumption; and

4. Impacts on local consumption and production patterns. 

Several respondents mentioned undesirable impacts of packaging on attitudes and consumption habits, for example an academic noted its role in ‘fostering the cultural habit of not valuing materials’.

4.2.4 Describe your vision for ‘sustainable packaging’

This question was designed to build on the benefits and impacts already listed, by asking respondents to articulate a vision for sustainable packaging. Responses were varied, but some of the key requirements that were mentioned include:

· Meets essential needs, i.e. performs a valuable function and is not excessive

· Does not generate any waste, i.e. can be managed in closed cycles through strategies of reuse, recycling or composting

· Responds to the expectations of customers and stakeholders; and

· Material and energy-efficient, with minimal impacts over the packaging life cycle.

Many responses highlighted the need to consider economic, social and environmental needs and impacts: 

Easy question to ask, difficult question to answer without writing a book on the topic. Sustainable packaging would have to be packaging that is only used when it is necessary and where it fulfils its functions of product protection, identification etc., as part of a sustainable production and consumption system. 

Government

Other responses also stressed the need to start with ensuring that the functional requirements of packaging are met in the most efficient way possible. Some responses tried to articulate the goals of sustainable packaging in environmental terms, such as closed cycles, zero waste or renewable materials, for example:

Environmental acceptability involves minimizing use of material inputs in manufacturing and maximizing the recyclability, reuse or compostability of used products, i.e. promoting a closed-loop system where possible.

Manufacturer

A large number of respondents, particularly those in industry, talked about sustainable packaging in terms of community engagement and meeting stakeholder expectations:

Packaging that meets community / consumer needs, is environmentally acceptable and financially viable to produce…

Manufacturer

4.2.5 What do you understand by the term ‘product stewardship’?

This question aimed to highlight and document different interpretations of the term ‘product stewardship’, which is often used uncritically and with little explanation. Survey responses to this question can be categorized in two ways:

· How responsibility for the management of packaging should be assigned within the product chain, i.e. whether it should be the responsibility of the producer (however defined) or shared between different organisations within the product chain; and

· Whether it should apply to the total life cycle impacts of packaging or to the management of packaging at end-of-life.

In other words, the answers provided by respondents considered both who is responsible for product stewardship, and what they are responsible for.

In answering this question, most respondents focused on ‘shared responsibility’ in some form, regardless of the sector they represented (manufacturer, industry association, government, NGO, retailer). Two examples are provided below.

Assessing with your suppliers and customers the environmental impact of the product from raw material inputs, manufacturing process, end use and disposal. Taking responsibility with others in the product supply chain to minimize these impacts.

Manufacturer

Whereby the members of the product chain are individually or collectively responsible for the waste created by the production and sales of a product - this should include the product itself, as well as the packaging… 

Non-government environment organisation

Some respondents defined product stewardship to include some form of extended producer responsibility, but these were the exception rather than the rule:

Taking responsibility for the environmental impacts of a product throughout its lifecycle and not just for those parts of the cycle for which one is directly responsible.

Manufacturer

Some respondents defined product stewardship in terms of responsibility at end-of-life, but most respondents focused on the entire product life cycle:

Providing systems to ensure that the product is not left without consequence at the end of its first use and ensuring that the whole product life cycle is either benign or beneficial to the community in crucial inputs and outputs.
Manufacturer 

4.6 Survey reflections

The survey demonstrated there is a reasonably high level of consensus about the major benefits of packaging and some of the major impacts, and about goals for sustainable packaging (the ‘vision’). Most respondents believe (with many qualifications and concerns about the question) that current packaging systems are not sustainable. There was however, some recognition that progress has been made and that some materials are more sustainable than others.

It is clear from the survey responses that the ‘sustainability journey’ for packaging is necessarily complex, due to the fact that packaging plays such a critical role in product distribution, retailing and consumption. The transition process towards sustainable packaging needs to include consideration of this role in larger production and consumption systems with many stakeholders. 

Most survey respondents believe that product stewardship involves some form of ‘shared responsibility’ between supply chain partners, government and consumers. This is consistent with the approach being taken at a government and industry level in the United States and with the basic principles of the Australian Covenant. The latter is not surprising perhaps, as the NPC would have shaped, and been shaped by, the views of prominent stakeholders about product stewardship.

There still seem to be several areas of uncertainty or differences of opinion between stakeholders, however. These include: 

· The nature of ‘the problem’ that needs to be addressed in relation to packaging, for example waste at end-of-life, life cycle impacts or excessive consumption.

· How responsibility for different aspects of ‘shared life cycle management’ should be allocated between different stakeholders. 

· The role of the consumer as a driver or a barrier to sustainable packaging.
5. Conclusions

Terms such as ‘product stewardship’ and ‘sustainability’ are used regularly, but their meaning is subjective, often used out of context, and rarely explained in any depth. The review of the product stewardship literature highlighted important differences in interpretation, for example between the ‘extended producer responsibility’ (EPR) model which is popular in Europe, and the ‘shared responsibility’ model promoted in the United States and adopted in Australia as a basis for the National Packaging Covenant. The outcomes of the stakeholder survey suggest the principle of shared responsibility has been accepted by most Australian stakeholders as a key element of product stewardship, as this term was used by many survey respondents. Product stewardship tends to be defined (accepted) in Australia by all players in the packaging supply chain to mean ‘shared responsibility’ for minimizing environmental impacts. This is despite ongoing lobbying by some community groups, particularly local government and non-government environment groups, for some form of regulated EPR. 

Sustainability is a much more complex concept and one that is very much open to interpretation. While general statements about protecting the environment, maintaining social equity and improving eco-efficiency might be useful principles, they need to be translated into more specific requirements that can guide sustainable development for industry. The stakeholder survey results presented in this paper highlights the difficulties many people have in defining terms such as ‘sustainability’ in relation to specific areas such as the packaging sector. While most respondents were able to identify some key requirements such as closed material cycles, renewable resources, corporate social responsibility and informed consumer choices; most respondents also raised systemic and more difficult issues. These include the need to balance the requirements of the economic system for packaging operations, distribution and product preservation with those of the natural environment. The survey outcomes also clearly indicated the critical role of the consumer. Sustainability in the packaging sector will need to reconcile the sometimes conflicting life style expectations of consumers - for example for greater convenience, safety and shelf life of products - with the environmental sustainability expectations many of these same individuals have as (responsible) citizens.  

The issue of packaging sustainability is very complex and requires ongoing debate with the objective of achieving consensus among stakeholder groups on definitions and key indicators. The outcomes of the present study seems to suggest the traditional narrow focused paradigm of waste reduction and recycling is loosing its validity and a more holistic approach is essential to meet future community and industry challenges. The new paradigm underpinning sustainable development in the packaging sector should be on how packaging can satisfy economic, social and environmental requirements related to production, distribution and consumption to further enhance the well-being of our society. 
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