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Sustainability —
a closed loop is the answer

E ALL KNOW OUR PLANET
is changing. We constantly hear
about climate change, carbon
emissions, environmental
impact etc, etc. Whether we take any notice
of it or not at present is really up to us.
Isn’t it?

And yet in many other countries there
is now huge pressure on everyone, from
producer to consumer, to act in a sustainable
manner. In Europe and the UK, for example,
companies are fined for not recycling and
penalised for excessive waste.

For whatever reason, we appear to be
slower to catch on here in New Zealand
and continue to dent our clean green image
constantly.

Maybe there is a lot of misunderstanding
about sustainability.

As part of my research for this feature
I visited cafés around Auckland to see how
much they understood about sustainability
and what they were doing.

The response may not necessarily reflect
the industry as a whole but it does indicate
that cafés need to understand sustainability
and they need help to make the changes.

Of the cafés I spoke to, most didn’t see
sustainability as something they need pay a
lot of attention to. It wasn’t a major factor
of their business and those that did recycle
some of their waste only did it to reduce
waste removal costs or because their council
required them to do so. The main items
recycled were cardboard and paper. Virtually
no one recycled plastic or glass bottles or
cans (tin or aluminium).

And yet a few cafés that actually made
the customer aware of their sustainable
approach to their businesses were actually
experiencing business growth and a lot of
encouraging customer feedback about what
they were doing. Becoming more sustainable
was good for their business.

Manufacturers to the food service
industry, who are working towards more
sustainable practices, are also receiving
increased enquiries for products that have
less environmental impact.

Take Health Pak, for example. The
company is a New Zealand family owned
business that produces on average 250
million products a year including packaging
in excess of 350 tonnes of sugar into
convenience use products such as sugar sticks
and sachets.

With this quantity of products going
out into the environment it has become
increasingly important for Health Pak to
find packaging solutions that have minimal
impact on the environment.

James (Jimi) Kennedy-Grant of Health
Pak says one of the issues for the company
has been that although the packaging they
use for sugar sticks and sachets is made
of sustainable paper, in order to prevent

~moisture interfering with the contents, the

packaging up until now has been lined with
, thin layer of plastic (PE) which at the

After considerable research, Health
Pak is now converting its sugar sticks and
sachets packaging to be lined with EPI.
EPI is named after Environmental Plastics
Incorporated who developed an oxo-
biodegradable plastic additive that when
applied to various plastics enables control
of the use life and degradation rate of the
packaging in various disposal environments.
In other words the packaging will break
down over a shorter period to drastically
reduce environmental impact.

Kennedy-Grant says: “If you think of a
sachet of sugar, most people think it is paper.
The outside is paper, sure, but the inside is
PE (plastic) and because the paper is bonded
to the PE it’s not going to breakdown no
matter what you think. So by making the
PE break down it allows the whole sachet
to degrade. And what it does is it allows the
packaging to degrade and then once it has
degraded it biodegrades. So rather than, for
example, taking 10,000 years to breakdown
it will take about three years.”

What about the debate over recycling
plastic packaging? The reality is it just isn’t
feasible for some products, says Kennedy-
Grant.

“We have been very, very careful about
producing degradable packaging for products
that are unable to be recycled. There’s no
point producing degradable packaging for
something that can be recycled. That sends
horrifically conflicting messages that undo
decades worth of encouraging people to
recycle. So for us as a packaging company
it’s about the products that can’t be recycled
and working on those ones for degradable
packaging and the ones that can be
recycled, making sure that we work with our
customers and our customers’ customers to
get as much of that recycled as possible.”

‘What happens though if you make a
product that you want people to recycle but
which you lose control over once you have
supplied it to the customer? How can you
get your customer to get their customers to
recycle when there is no system in place to
achieve this?

It’s a point not lost on packaging
company, Huhtamaki who make a huge
range of products including one-use hot
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