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RPE’s vision for driving a competitive and circular economy in
the transport packaging sector

As the European Union places circularity at the centre of its competitiveness agenda, it is essential to move
beyond political rhetoric to the implementation of proven, scalable and circular solutions. At RPE, we believe
that a truly circular economy requires demonstrable progress in waste prevention, reuse, material efficiency,
and recycling. Reusable Transport Packaging (RTP) systems stand out in this regard as they are
scientifically validated, commercially viable, and already deployed at scale, positioning them as a key
enabler of the EU’s circular transition.

Despite their strong credentials, the further uptake of RTP remains inhibited, not due to market failure, but
because EU policy and legacy supply chains continue to privilege single-use models that externalise
environmental costs. To accelerate the shift toward a more resilient and resource-efficient European Union
economy, it is vital that future legislation formally recognises the distinct advantages of RTP systems and
embeds reuse as a cornerstone of packaging and supply chain regulation. This should be done in
accordance with the Waste Hierarchy established in the Waste Framework Directive.

The following paper outlines the environmental, economic, and systemic benefits of RTP. It then presents a
strategic vision for necessary policy interventions leading to a regulatory environment that ensures that
these models contribute meaningfully to the EU’s circular and competitive transition.

The key benefits of Reusable Transport Packaging

As a prime example of RTP, Reusable Packaging Containers (RPCs) demonstrate the clear benefits of
reusable over single-use transport packaging models. As evidenced by the work of the reputable Fraunhofer
Institute, RPCs outperform single-use cardboard boxes in 15 out of 17 key environmental impact categories
(e.g., material efficiency, number of rotations, recyclability, return rate, repairability, greenhouse gas
emissions, energy costs, economic efficiency, etc.)".

To summarise, compared to cardboard, RPCs provide key advantages such as:

o Lower levels of food waste due to lower breakage rate during transport (0.02% compared to 0.82%
for cardboard), resulting in better protection of food;

e Lower greenhouse gas emissions throughout a lifecycle, mainly through optimised transport and a
high number of rotations;

o Higher recycling rates: 99% for RPCs against 83% for cardboard.

Other existing studies further indicate that:

e Already after the 6% rotation, RPCs have lower greenhouse gas emissions than cardboard boxes
per rotation. In practice, RPCs are used for over 50 rotations (SIM, 2018).2 Some studies even

' Fraunhofer, 2022 “Single-use cardboard boxes or reusable plastic crates — which type of packaging is more sustainable?”
2 Carbon Footprint Study (February 2018) — full study available here (in cooperation with Fraunhofer Institute)
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indicate that RPC systems have lower environmental impacts than single-use cardboard boxes
(across all environmental indicators, including water and energy consumption) after just three
rotations3.

e RPCs require 57% less energy consumption than single-use cardboard boxes?.

e The use of RPCs results in 60% lower greenhouse gas emissions to provide the same transport
performance compared to cardboard containers?.

¢ Inretail, about 20% of produce in damaged disposable cardboard packaging was also spoiled, while
no damage occurred with reusable packaging. In Germany, this translates to an estimated 36,000
tons of wasted produce worth €68 millions when using only disposable packaging, compared to just
1,100 tons and €2 million in losses with reusable crates®.

What is needed to ensure that RTP systems deliver their full benefits
and meaningfully drive Europe’s circular and competitive transition?

1. Make reuse the cornerstone of the Circular Economy Act

As the European Commission prepares its upcoming Circular Economy Act, it has identified key priorities
such as enhancing secondary raw materials markets, harmonising EPR schemes, clarifying recyclability
rules, and promoting water resilience. However, the lack of explicit measures to advance reuse in the
legislation, together with the cardboard exemption of the reuse targets set out in the Packaging and
Packaging Waste Regulation (PPWR), constitutes a critical gap.

Reuse is legally recognised as a key solution to waste prevention and is supported by strong scientific
evidence. RTP systems, managed in closed loop systems by a system operator, offer proven benefits in
waste prevention, recyclability, and resource/materials efficiency, aligning closely with EU climate,
competitiveness, and circularity goals.

Despite this, reuse remains underrepresented in EU circular economy policy and political ambitions. Current
regulation continues to favour single-use models, inhibiting the further uptake of more sustainable
alternatives. The upcoming Circular Economy Act must address this imbalance by explicitly recognising and
incentivising the adoption of reuse systems in transport packaging to advance the EU’s circular transition.

Doing so would advance both environmental objectives and industrial resilience within the Single Market.

This can be achieved through a series of targeted regulatory recognitions and actions:

3 Tua et al. 2019 Introduction to the special issue “Sustainability Issues of Food Processing and Packaging: The Role of Life Cycle
Assessment”

4 Abejon et al., 2020, When plastic packaging should be preferred: Life cycle analysis of packages for fruit and vegetable distribution
in the Spanish peninsular market

5 Carbon Footprint Study (February 2018) — full study available here (in cooperation with Fraunhofer Institute)

6 Save the Food Study (May 2013) — full study available here (in cooperation with Fraunhofer Institute)
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a) Harmonise Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) systems to successfully enable
individual fulfilment of responsibilities by reusable packaging

Currently, EPR schemes throughout the EU are not harmonised, resulting in regulatory inconsistencies and
unintended consequences. They fail to adequately consider reuse pooling systems, particularly in the case
of RTP, including for registration and reporting obligations and waste management fees. The PPWR
however clearly recognises the legitimacy of individual fulfilment of EPR obligations (art. 47), such as those
carried out in RTP systems.

At the end of its life, RTP that is beyond repair is always managed by a system operator or a co-operating
group of system participants themselves, ensuring high recovery rates and material circularity. Designed for
long-term use, RTP never enters the municipal waste stream nor ends up in landfill. The additional closed
and open loop requirements enshrined in the PPWR further strengthen the return rules and/or obligations
(e.g. art. 27 §4 and Annex VI Part A).

Pooled reusable wooden pallets, as a prime example, demonstrate the tangible benefits of reuse systems
under EPR. Unlike single-use wooden pallets, which quickly enter waste streams and generate recurring
disposal costs, closed pooled pallets circulate within systems operated by professional pooling providers.
This model ensures that reusable wooden pallets, like all RTPs, are repaired, maintained, and redeployed
multiple times over lifespans of 10 years or more, maximising resource efficiency and minimising waste
generation. Because pooled wooden pallets remain the property of the pooling operator even at end-of-life,
they do not burden municipal waste systems; instead, they deliver high recovery rates, recycling and
upcycling opportunities for wooden materials and avoiding costs for public waste management.

In order to ensure a smooth implementation of EPR systems across the EU, the upcoming Circular Economy
Act should firstly clearly harmonise the EPR reporting requirements with regards to the registration
information requirements, the granularity of data to be provided, the packaging subject to the reporting
requirement and the accompanying formats.

Secondly, the Circular Economy Act should enable the full recognition of individual fulfilment of EPR
obligations, primarily through harmonising which elements are sufficient to prove individual fulfiiment of
EPR, as well as what constitutes an “adequate guarantee” (art. 47 PWPR).

b) Strengthen horizontal EU chemicals legislation, particularly on PFAS and other substances
of concern, to ensure food safety

Concerns around food safety and hygiene are often used as a justification to favour single-use packaging,
such as cardboard boxes. However, single-use items themselves can pose significant risks, especially in
food contact applications. As a matter of fact, studies show that considerable quantities of PFAS have been
used as surface protectors in paper materials?, including paper wraps and boxes, which can migrate into

7 Gluge et al, 2020, An overview of the uses of per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS)
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food8. Moreover, releases of PFAS into the environment can also occur during the manufacture and
recycling process of paper and cardboard?.

On their side, RTP systems use durable and safe materials that can be strictly controlled and monitored
across their lifecycle. Their reuse cycles enable far better traceability and material management, making
them safer and more transparent than many disposable options. Even during the cleaning process for RTPs,
water and chemicals are used responsibly (similar to the dishwasher principle) and in a resource-efficient
manner. When RPE members wash assets, and to support food safety requirements, they test the efficiency
of their washing processes up to 10,000 times per year and exhibit a 99.99% efficiency rate.

To address these risks and create a level playing field, the Circular Economy Act, in line with the PPWR and
REACH legislation, should set stringent, harmonised chemical safety requirements that apply equally to all
packaging formats, regardless of material or use cycle. This includes phasing out harmful substances such
as PFAS in food-contact applications and ensuring that only materials with proven safety profiles, such as
those used in controlled reuse systems, are permitted. Such clarity would not only protect public health but
also provide regulatory certainty for operators investing in safer, long-lasting alternatives like RTP.

c) Incentivise reuse across the value chain by prioritising setting a minimum number of
rotations for reusable packaging

Article 11 of the PPWR brings greater clarity to the definition of reusable packaging; however, important
elements, such as the minimum number of rotations, a key characteristic of genuinely reusable systems,
still require further specification. RPE is concerned that, among the currently de-prioritised elements of the
PPWR'’s secondary legislation, the delegated act intended to establish the minimum number of rotations for
reusable packaging has also been delayed. Such a measure will create another incentive for businesses to
shift from single-use packaging. Without clear regulatory differentiation, such as a minimum number of
rotations, reusable packaging often competes on unfair terms, despite offering greater long-term efficiency.

RPE members operate Europe’s leading RTP systems across sectors such as food, horticulture, and
automotive. Their RTP is all designed for long lifespans of 5-15 years. While actual rotation numbers vary
by format and use case, operational data shows that RTP consistently exceeds the minimum number of
rotations needed to outperform single-use packaging environmentally. These systems typically achieve well
above 10 rotations, making them both resource-efficient and economically viable.

Given the de-prioritisation of the delegated act under Article 11 of the PPWR, the upcoming Circular
Economy Act must take up this critical issue. To maintain the integrity of the reuse definition, the Act should
introduce a clear threshold for the minimum number of rotations: such number should be high enough to

8 Arabela Ramirez Carnero et al., 2021, Presence of Perfluoroalkyl and Polyfluoroalkyl Substances (PFAS) in Food Contact Materials (FCM) and Its
Migration to Food, Foods; Itsaso Zabaleta et al., 2020, Occurrence of per- and polyfluorinated compounds in paper and board packaging
materials and migration to food simulants and foodstuffs

° Commission Staff Working Document, 2020, Poly- and perfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) Accompanying the Chemicals Strategy for Sustainability
Towards a Toxic-Free Environment ; European Environmental Agency, 2019, Emerging chemical risks in Europe — ‘PFAS’ ; Hakon Austad Langberg
et al., 2023, Recycling of Paper and Cardboard, and Pfas? ; Curtzwiler et al., 2021, Significance of Perfluoroalkyl Substances (PFAS) in Food
Packaging, Integr Environ Assess Manag 17, 7-12
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meaningfully distinguish between reusable packaging from single-use alternatives, to ensure that only
packaging that is genuinely reusable will meet the threshold, and to reflect real-world operational (and not
just theoretical) reuse.

d) Implement the Water Resilience Strategy by pushing the packaging industry to more
efficient water usage

With water scarcity emerging as a growing concern across the EU, water industry stakeholders emphasise
the urgent need for strong regulatory support, particularly to improve water infrastructure and promote
responsible consumption. Given the increasing pressures on water resources, unrestricted water use is no
longer viable. Building water resilience fundamentally depends on responsible water management
practices.

RTP systems significantly outperform single-use packaging formats like cardboard or foam in water use
efficiency. While disposables have a large water footprint driven by resource extraction, single-use cleaning,
and lack of recovery, RTP operates through centralised, RTP washing centres are optimised for minimal
water consumption, reuse of wash water, and continuous filtration. According to Fraunhofer UMSICHT
(2018), RPCs consume up to 64% less water over their lifecycle than single-use cardboard boxes, even
accounting for washing operations. (source)

These practices make RTP systems vital enablers of responsible water stewardship, fully aligned with the
European Commission’s Water Resilience Strategy. Supporting and promoting RTP is therefore not only a
practical but also impactful step toward reducing industrial water consumption, lowering dependence on
water-intensive raw materials, and enhancing supply chain reliability by reducing reliance on fresh water
sources.

2. Ensure continuity with past legislation — no step back!

To ensure legal continuity and sustained progress toward circular economy objectives, the current legislative
cycle must build upon the foundations established in the previous mandate. The adoption of the PPWR,
following extensive interinstitutional negotiations, marks a pivotal advancement with the introduction of
reuse targets, clear definitions of reuse, and formal recognition of reusable asset ownership. While these
milestones are critical, further regulatory efforts are needed to fully unlock the potential of reuse systems.
Future legislation and secondary acts must uphold and reinforce these foundations to maintain alignment
and regulatory coherence.

At RPE, we caution that neither the Circular Economy Act, nor implementing or delegated acts, nor any
future attempts to revise key provisions of current legislation via an Omnibus for the sake of “simplification”,
can dilute the ambition or clarity established in the primary regulation. Any reopening of core elements
through an Omnibus would risk creating legal uncertainty, undermine stakeholder trust, and delay
implementation. Instead, they should provide enabling conditions for effective implementation, preserve
legal certainty for market actors, and actively support the implementation of reuse targets.

This can be achieved through a series of targeted regulatory interventions:
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PPWR Secondary Legislation

a) Correctly assess recyclability of end-of-life RTP (especially in closed loop systems)

Article 6 of the PPWR sets out that implementing acts will define design for recycling criteria and recyclability
performance grades, differentiated by packaging product category. RTP is used for many years and
recovered at end-of-life within controlled, centralised facilities, eliminating common challenges such as
collection uncertainty, sorting errors, and variable post-consumer waste quality. This system design enables
consistent, high-yield, and high-quality recycling outcomes that are not appropriately reflected by criteria
developed for consumer packaging recycling.

RPE underlines that the recyclability performance of RTP must be assessed in the context of their pooling
systems, whether closed or open loop, which function fundamentally differently from municipal or consumer
waste streams. Especially with regards to closed-loop systems, we recommend to explicitly integrate its
specificities as a criterium into the product-specific recyclability criteria for the packaging categories in Table
1 Annex Il. Most importantly, the use of additives such as dark colour pigments, masterbatch, UV filters and
oleamide in RTP should not be discouraged as they do not impede recycling in a closed-loop system.

b) Safeguard resource efficiency by including recycled content from end-of-life RTP in the
recycled content targets and elaborate a calculation method that works for the industry

Article 7 of the PPWR outlines the adoption of implementing acts establishing the methodology for the
calculation and verification of the percentage of recycled content recovered from post-consumer plastic
waste recycled and collected. The recycled content recovered from the recycling of RTP at end-of-life is
already used for the production of new reusable transport assets within the same infrastructure.

Furthermore, RPE highlights the need to adjust the level at which recycled content is calculated. As currently
drafted, Article 7 states that minimum thresholds are to be met “as an average per manufacturing plant and
year”’. However, for RTP systems operated by a single manufacturer across multiple specialised facilities,
this plant-level requirement is overly granular and fails to reflect the integrated nature of RTP operations.

It is therefore essential that the implementing act:

e Explicitly recognises that end-of-life RTP constitutes post-consumer plastic waste and that content
derived from recycled RTP qualifies as post-consumer recycled content under the methodology;

o Compliance with the recycled content targets can be demonstrated as an average per manufacturer
per year;

e All recycling technologies, such as chemical recycling, are included when establishing the
methodology for the calculation and verification of the percentage of recycled materials.

c) Incentivise reuse across the value chain by setting workable and effective reuse targets’
calculation methods

The adoption of reuse targets under the PPWR is a major step forward. However, if the methodology to
calculate how companies have to reach these targets is disconnected from operational realities, it risks low
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uptake that delivers little real environmental benefit. Article 30 of the PPWR sets out that the European
Commission will adopt implementing acts establishing such calculation methodology.

While RPE welcomes the long-term ambitious reuse target for transport packaging proposed by the
European Commission, namely 70% by 2040, we call on the European Commission to ensure that reuse
targets are not only met on time, but backed by workable, clear, transparent calculation methods that build
trust and drive accountability along the supply chain.

d) Recognise labelling realities in B2B reuse systems

Forthcoming labelling requirements for reusability under the PPWR create unnecessary burdens for RTP
used in closed-loop B2B systems. On the one hand, RTP placed on the market before labelling requirements
are adopted may be prematurely withdrawn or destroyed, despite full operational functionality. On the other
hand, physical affixing, marking or engraving of reuse labels offers limited value in logistics environments
where system-specific identifiers already ensure traceability and return.

RTPs in closed-loop systems already embed permanent operator logos and colour codes, enabling clear
identification and return processes. These markings—combined with existing digital asset management
tools—provide all relevant reuse, return, and tracking information for trained users. As such, imposing
redundant physical labelling requirements undermines system efficiency without improving environmental
or user outcomes. Per article 12§85, the “affixing, printing or engraving” of a physical label to RTP is therefore
“not warranted on account of the nature [...] of the packaging”, the nature being reusable transport packaging
being managed in a closed-loop system by a system operator in a business-to-business environment where
end-users of packaging are already informed of the reusability of packaging through the system-specific
logos and colours as well as the supporting logistical infrastructure to enable return and therefore extended
reuse.

Aligned with the Digital Product Passport (DPP) framework under the Single Market Strategy, which is set
to harmonise sector-specific labelling rules, the upcoming implementing act on labelling should prioritise the
rollout of digital labelling mechanisms for reusable packaging, in line with PPWR Article 1285. This would
allow RTP operators to deliver required reuse and traceability information in a more dynamic, accessible,
and sector-appropriate way. Harmonised digital labelling would ensure compliance without forcing physical
modification of assets and preserve the functional lifespan of RTP.

Waste Framework Directive

a) Ensure and coordinate national transposition

RPE recommends using guidance and FAQs to reflect industry concerns and support Member States in a
harmonised, effective WFD transposition. Such guidance should encourage Member States to incentivise
waste-reducing solutions like RTP.

b) Encourage Member States to introduce regulatory incentives for the use of RTP in fresh food
logistics to minimise food waste
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Unlike alternative single-use options such as cardboard, RPCs enable precise tracking and traceability of
transported food. They facilitate targeted recalls and reduce spoilage. Thanks to their rigid and breathable
design, studies show that food wastage during transport occurs 89% less frequently in RPCs compared to
cardboard—this is a critical benefit in the fight against food waste. Therefore, Member States’ incentives for
RTP are critical to meet the EU-wide food-waste targets.

3. Respect the waste hierarchy

Respecting the waste hierarchy is essential to achieving meaningful waste reduction, and within transport
packaging, reusable solutions must be recognised as the superior option. RTP not only prevents waste
generation at the source but also delivers long-term economic and environmental benefits. However, despite
being cost-competitive, RTP systems face structural barriers, such as historic supply chain arrangements
that remain deeply entrenched, and stakeholders lack sufficient motivation to revise them. Cost
competitiveness alone is not enough to drive change. Without a clear legislative signal, reuse will remain
underutilised.

o The waste hierarchy must be safeguarded consistently across all legislative instruments,
both in PPWR secondary acts and in future frameworks such as the Circular Economy Act
and the Food Contact Materials (FCM) Regulation.

This is particularly critical in cases where actual reuse models, such as RTP, have clearly demonstrated
superior environmental performance over single-use alternatives.

Provisions that weaken this principle, such as the cardboard exemption in the PPWR, undermine the
credibility of the waste hierarchy and delay the transition to truly circular models.
Legislation must clearly reflect the distinction between reusable and single-use packaging. As a durable
asset with retained financial value throughout its lifecycle, RTP represents a fundamentally different
resource model and should not be assessed on the same terms as single-use packaging.

4. Ensure policy coherence and harmonisation

Policy coherence and harmonisation are essential to the success of the circular economy policies in the EU.
All past and future acts must align with and reinforce the architecture of the PPPWR, ensuring that the role
of RTP, particularly in high-impact sectors such as fresh food, retail, cosmetics, pharmaceutics, and
automotive, is fully acknowledged and supported. To avoid fragmentation of the Single Market, future
legislation (e.g., CEA) should work in synergy with the broader Single Market strategy, preventing conflicting
national rules that undermine reuse systems and circular economy objectives.

Decisions must be grounded in robust socio-economic impact assessments and reliable, transparent data
to ensure policies are both effective and proportionate.

Only through harmonised, evidence-based legislation can the EU create a stable and fair regulatory
environment that truly enables circular solutions like RTP to scale across Member States.
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a) Harmonise EPRrules across the EU in line with the waste hierarchy, with concrete provisions
for coherent registration and reporting obligations as well as recognition of individual
fulfilment of obligations by reuse systems.

b) Streamline EU rules for International Phytosanitary Measure 15 (ISPM15) and similar asset
treatment registrations to remove barriers to the free flow of goods within the Single Market,
prevent redundant procedures and ensure mutual recognition across Member States,
allowing a single treatment to satisfy compliance requirements EU-wide.

Conclusion

Europe stands at a decisive crossroads in its circular transition. The regulatory strides made through the
PPWR offer a historic foundation, but the journey must not stop there. To realise the vision of a truly
competitive and circular economy, the 2026 Circular Economy Act must strongly support reuse as the
cornerstone of EU environmental and industrial policy. RTP is not just a sustainable alternative, it is a proven,
superior solution delivering measurable benefits in resource efficiency, waste reduction, food preservation,
water efficiency, CO2 emissions and long-term economic value.

Yet despite its potential, RTP remains held back not by feasibility, but by outdated logistical legacies and
the absence of a strong legislative push. This must change. It is time to level the playing field. A coherent,
harmonised policy framework that builds on the PPWR, respects the waste hierarchy, and fully values the
environmental and economic gains of reuse is not just a political choice; it is a strategic necessity.

Embedding reuse at the heart of EU legislation will also strengthen Europe’s global competitiveness. By
using resources more efficiently and reducing dependency on imported raw materials and packaging-related
services, the EU can build a more resilient, self-reliant industrial base.
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Who are we?

Reusable Packaging Europe (RPE) is the European association, which represents the interests of
companies active in the area of reusable, including pooled, transport packaging systems, primarily in the
pooling of Reusable Packaging Containers (RPCs) and Reusable Pallets (RPs). Reusable transport
packaging (RTP) is a proven sustainable business model that has been operating for decades as a solution
in the logistical supply chain for the transport of products in the EU. The transport packaging pooling
business offers significant environmental benefits, including reduced waste generation, lower consumption
of natural resources.
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