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EPR, the benefits can include dedicated, nontaxpayer
funding to sustainably support recovery and recycling, and a more consistent and predictable system
that enables states to take a more unified approach to
strategic planning around recycling. It typically leads
to increased investment in end markets and recycling
infrastructure, but at heart it is often little more than a
subsidy of municipal waste management by industry.
Relieving consumers of responsibility in the
disposal of used packaging, and making producers responsible, decouples consumers from the
environmental aspects associated with product
selection. Indeed, the EPR concept does not apply
to all waste, e.g., chicken farmers do not have to
pay for the disposal of chicken bones, nor clothing manufacturers for the disposal of used clothing.
Despite these criticisms, EPR is an established concept for packaging in the European Union and is
being actively promoted in several other countries.
Q: How did you originally discover the field of
food packaging?
Robertson: When I was appointed a lecturer in
food processing at Massey University in 1971, the
first lectures I gave were on food packaging. As I
started preparing them, I realized that it was impossible to do justice to the topic in just six lectures, and
so I increased it to 12 the following year and even
further in subsequent years. The more involved I
got, the more I came to appreciate just what a critical role food packaging plays in the food industry.
Q: In your textbook Food Packaging: Principles
and Practice, why was it important to provide chapters on choosing packaging for specific kinds of
food?
Robertson: One of the features of the book that has
contributed to its popularity is that there are chapters
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on selecting the most appropriate packaging for many
types of food groups. It’s very important to know
about packaging materials, but to really understand
how the desired shelf life can be achieved, knowledge
of how foods deteriorate and which packaging systems might prevent or slow down the deterioration
is needed. To highlight the important relationship
between packaging and shelf life, in 2010 I edited a
book titled Food Packaging and Shelf Life, which has
also been well-received. I also convinced the publisher Elsevier that a journal of the same title would
be viable and well supported, and so it has proved.
Q: Looking ahead, what do you see as some of the
biggest sustainability challenges facing the global
food packaging industry?
Robertson: There is a push to incorporate recycled
plastic and paper in food contact packaging materials to fuel the circular economy. However, there is a
need to have a better understanding of the risks from
undesirable contaminants in the food packaging made
from the recyclate. While the tracking and analytical challenges to screen for contaminants in recyclate
are formidable, this analysis is imperative from a food
safety standpoint. If due diligence to identify and then
remove contaminants from recyclate is not performed,
consumer and industry trust in recycled packaging will erode, and this will ultimately reduce the use
of—and thereby the market for—recycled content.
An associated challenge is convincing consumers and policymakers that packaging prevents food
waste. The industry needs to publicize well-documented case studies that demonstrate the positive
role of packaging in preventing and minimizing
food waste. Only negative stories about excessive packaging ever seem to reach consumers.
Another challenge relates to EOL options for
food packaging. Chemical recycling is being scaled
up, and regenerative gasification may yet prove
to be a cost-effective process. Reuse is being promoted by some advocates, and while the theoretical
advantages are impressive, changing well-ingrained
consumer habits to reduce or eliminate packaging they use now will present immense challenges.
The circular economy is being heavily promoted by the World Economic Forum and the
Ellen MacArthur Foundation, and food packaging scientists in industry must get involved in
the discussions on this important topic to ensure
that common sense and food safety prevail.
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