
Over many centuries traders and 
merchants brought silk, spices, and 
jewelry from far-away China to the vibrant 
town of Constantinople in present-day 
Turkey. Archeological evidence indicates 
that the Silk Route was first established 
in the fifth century B.C. and it continued 
to be the only means of doing business 
with China for 2,000 years, when in the 
16th century Portuguese, Dutch, and 
English traders established a quicker 
route overseas. A return trip on this 
11,250 km caravan trail took five years. 
Traders were willing to confront many 
hardships while crossing the deserts of 
Kyzyl-Kum and passing the mountains 
of Altai and Karatau. Because at the end 
of the journey Xi’an was waiting, with 
its great wealth of the purest silk money 
could buy.

For a very long time the Chinese were 
able to keep their secret of how to make 
silk, hidden from the rest of the world. 
Anyone trying to smuggle silkworms 
or their eggs out of China awaited the 
death sentence. Eventually, however, 
the secret was revealed and silkworms 
are now farmed in a number of other 
countries.

Silk is not exactly suited to keep man 
warm. Egyptians were the first to 
exchange animal skins for much more 
sophisticated clothing made from linen, 
some 6,000 years ago. This was followed 
by wool, hemp, and cotton about 2,000 
B.C. In 1940 the first nylon stockings 
became available in the shops and in 
1949, polyester fibre made its entry. 

Over the past decennia, synthetic or 
man-made fibre hit the market in a big 
way. Thanks to the latest micro-spinning 
technologies, polyester fabric is even 
spun with the properties and feel of real 
silk.

Ten years ago, Wellman was the first to 
develop Fortrel EcoSpun – a polyester 
fibre initially made of 80%, then 100% 
recycled PET. Nowadays about 70% of 
all collected PET in the world is recycled 
into polyester fibre products. It did not 
take the Chinese that long to unravel 
the secrets of polyester fibre spinning 
from reclaimed post-consumer PET 
containers. They had one problem 
though: China is not as environmentally 
conscious as Europe and North America; 
therefore very few used PET bottles are 
being collected in their own country. 
They turned their attention to the ancient 
Silk Route.

We estimate that in 2003, between 
80,000 and 100,000 tons of collected, 
sorted and baled post-consumer PET 
was shipped from European ports such 
as Hamburg, Rotterdam and London, 
to Chinese harbors. This is twice the 
tonnage we would have expected under 
“normal” conditions, but things were 
not normal in 2003. German retailers, 
operating under what is known as “island 
conditions”, took back deposit bottles 
and decided that the cheapest way to 

1

W
W

W
.P

ET
C

O
R

E.
O

R
G

N°3 - DECEMBER 2003

1

3

4

5

Petcore’s Director 
General Address: 
Trading on the Silk 
Route

Petcore’s new 
expert evaluation 
committee

Packaging and 
Packaging Waste 
Directive: The end 
of a saga

Chaos in Germany: 
Will it ever end?

Packaging waste 
recovery the 
Swedish way

Material recovery 
and recycling 
events

Editor : P. Verardi

Collaborators : 
F. Koelewijn
K. Wendl
N. Düsseldorf

Petcore
Av de Cortenbergh 66,
box 5
B-1000 Brussels
Tel : +32 2 732 91 27
Fax : +32 2 736 72 64

Petcore’s 
 Director General 
      address 

6

7

Trading on the Silk Route



get rid of them, was to sell it to traders who in 
turn sold the lot to China. Chinese demand is very 
high because polyester fibre is replacing cotton 
at an incredibly high rate and virgin polyester 
suppliers find it difficult to keep up with demand. 
This is in itself a positive development, but it also 
raises a few questions that need to be resolved by 
industry, collection agencies and lawmakers.

Import of post-consumer plastic bottles into 
China is subject to strict conditions.
Very few traders take the trouble (and expense) 
to obtain a certificate from the National 
Environmental Protection Administration. First, 
they are hard to come by for recyclable goods. 
Second, it is not cheap to operate according 
to the legal procedure. However, nothing is as 
straightforward as it seems. The import of used 

bottles into Hong Kong is perfectly legal. 
Law enforcement in the region is low 
or erratic and as a result, thousands of 
tons of PET bottle bales are smuggled 
over waterways from Hong Kong 
into Mainland China each year. 
Clampdowns do occur on occasion, 
resulting in a temporary halt to the 

trade. Another route into China is through 
designated “free trade zones” along China’s 
coast, where traders obtain exemptions from the 
import ban. No one seems to be quite sure where 
the borderline of legality lies, or where semi legal 
practices are simply being tolerated.

With the trade to China being erratic due to 
questions over legality, it is not in the long-
term interest of European collection agencies 
to sell too many bales to the Far East.
 When China shuts its ports for PET bales – which 
has happened on a number of occasions in the 
past – Europe is confronted with a shortage 
of local capacity, resulting in a collapse of the 
reclaim market. What is more, we need a healthy 
PET reclaim infrastructure to further economize 
the business, grow capacity, identify and develop 
new market outlets. We must not forget that the 
total volume of collected and sorted PET bales in 
Europe, now close to 500,000 t/y, is expected to 
double to one million tons before the end of this 
decade.

Local outlets are not treated in a fair and 
equal way, compared to operations in 
developing countries.
European reclaim plants are subject to rigorous 
audits that determine whether or not they 
are eligible to buy PET bales. Their Chinese 
counterparts are not judged by the same rigor. This 
is understandable if one assumes that these audits 
are based on compliance rather than performance. 
After all, French, German or Dutch reclaim plants 
are subject to strict waste, wastewater, air, and 
noise abatement requirements, which translate to 
environmental capital and operational costs the 
Chinese do not have to bother with. It is here that 
we touch a raw nerve:

Why do we collect, sort, and recycle our post-
consumer PET bottles? Why do PET beverage 
bottlers bother to pay many millions of Euros each 
year to make sure those bottles are recycled?

You are right. All this is done to protect the 
environment. That is why European reclaimers 
have to invest in abatement technologies, to 
ensure that when they are processing those 
billions of bottles each year, they do not harm the 
environment while doing so.

The Silk Route to China is open and it is in the 
long-term interest of all parties involved, that this 
remains to be the case. The rules have changed, 
though. Luckily, China joined the WTO, allowing 
for fair trade under all circumstances. Luckily too, 
the European Institutions have imposed strict 
legislation on environmental improvements, and 
China is not meant to be our garbage bin.2
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PET is a product unlike any other and it behaves 
unlike any other. Have a look at post-consumer 
packaging recycling. The vast majority of 
packaging materials can be recycled back into 
the original shape and form - just think about 
glass recycling. With PET, it is a different story. 
Recovered post-consumer PET bottles are 
processed, turned into secondary raw material, 
then used to manufacture an array of products 
that can have very little to do with the original 
beverage container. Reclaimed PET flakes and 
pellets are turned into strapping, fibres, sheet 
and, of course, bottles. 

Products manufactured with recovered PET are as 
exceptional as the raw material used to produce 
them: fibres are soft, strapping is solid, recycled 
resin is as pristine as the virgin one. 

To achieve this however, the input material 
(post-consumer bottles that is) must be free of 
contaminants. Contaminants can be linked to 
a wide range of additives used: other plastics, 
such as PVC, polypropylene, or metal.  If we 
take the example of PVC, the presence of just a 
few particles of PVC in the recovered PET flakes, 
affects the quality of end-products manufactured 
with recovered material. This is because PET and 
PVC do not have the same melting point: while 
the one softens, the other gets burned. 
This burning affects fibers’ tensile 
strength or causes unacceptable black 
spots on sheet and on new bottles.

PET recovery processes handle some 
additives quite well; caps for example, 
usually made of polypropylene, are easily 
removed from the PET stream. Other additives, 
such as PVC, are a real threat to PET recycling. 

Additives are used to enhance the performance 
of the PET bottle, and it’s all very well: Petcore 
also stands for the development the PET market. 
However, it is equally important that the industry 
use those “friendlier” additives rather than the 
ones that are a serious threat to recycling. 

In the beginning of 2003, Petcore, whose main 
focus still remains PET recycling, decided to 
create a special Expert Evaluation Committee. 
This committee is charged with analysing new 
PET bottles coming into the market and check 
whether they are compatible with current 
recovery processes. 

The committee not only looks at the resin blends 
used, but also at labels, glues, liners, caps, etc. 
Those products that satisfactorily pass the Petcore 
protocols will be recognised and presented as 
solutions that render the bottle fully recyclable. 
When it comes to those products that carry with 
them a threat to PET recycling, the 
committee will privately discuss 
them with producers, on a one 
to one basis, in order to find 
a common satisfactory and 
recycling-friendly solution.
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The Conciliation process between the European Parliament and the European Council on the revision 
of the Packaging and Packaging Waste Directive, initiated in 2001 by the European Commission, has 
finally brought an agreement. 

During their discussions, Council and Parliament had to overcome two main stumbling blocks: whether 
incineration of packaging waste should continue counting as recovery, and the deadlines to be set 

for Greece, Ireland, Portugal and accession countries to achieve the targets of the Directive. 

As far as recovery and recycling targets are concerned, the institutions agreed that material 
recovery targets were to increase to 60% minimum, no maximum. Incineration of municipal 
waste with energy recovery has been, at the end of the day, included within this target, a 
decision welcomed by many as this inclusion will allow Member States to continue counting 
incineration as part of their effort in reaching the targets set by the EU directive.

Material recycling has been increased: from 25-45% required by the1994 directive, to 55% minimum 
and 80% maximum for the revised one. 

What is more, the agreed directive requires specific recycling percentages to be reached by each 
packaging material. For plastics, the percentage settled is of 22.5%.

These targets need to be met by end 2008. However, a special 3-years derogation has been granted to 
Greece, Ireland and Portugal who have until 2011 to reach the set targets. When it comes to accession 
countries, their compliance deadline is to be set under a new proposal that will be issued shortly by the 
European Commission.  

The new Packaging and Packaging Waste directive is expected to come into force by mid 2004; it will 
then be transposed into national legislation by autumn 2005.  

Summary of targets 

1994 Directive 2001 Commission 
Proposal

Conciliation 
Agreement

Deadlines

EU 12: 2001 

GR, IRL, P: 2005 

Acceding States: 
varying transition 
periods (Accession 
Treaty)

EU 12 : 2006 

GR, IRL, P: 2009 

Acceding States: To 
be addressed after 
end of accession 
negotiations

EU 12: 2008 

GR, IRL, P: 2011 

Acceding States: 
to be set in a new 
proposal

Recovery target 50-65% 60-75%

60% (no maximum; 
incineration with 
energy recovery may 
be counted)

Recycling target 25-45% 55-70% 55-80%

Material targets All materials 15%

Glass 60% 
Paper 55% 
Metals 50% 
Plastics 15% 
Wood --

Glass 60% 
Paper 60% 
Metals 50% 
Plastics 22.5% 
Wood 15%

Packaging and Packaging 
 Waste Directive: The end of a saga
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Since the last issue of Petcore News, much has 
happened regarding the notorious return system 
in Germany, but no satisfactory solution has been 
put forward yet. Actually, if possible, things have 
gotten even worse. Some retailers, alongside 
de-listing of beverages packaged in one-way 
containers, have set into place “island solutions”: 
they only take back their own, easily recognisable, 
bottles. 

In an attempt to make the return scheme easier 
for the consumer and allow him to return empty 
containers to any shop rather than back to the one 
where it was originally purchased, the government 
decided to change the scheme slightly. However, 
this resulted in even more chaos.

Additionally, the German retailers association, 
HDE, reported that the latest statistics show 
that the share of refillable containers has risen 
above 72%, the “magic” quota responsible 
for the kicking in of the return system. But the 
environment ministry will await official statistics 
before taking any decision on the scheme, and 
these will not be published before 2005. 

The European Commission, after warning 
Germany first, finally decided to open an 
infringement case on the grounds that, in the 
absence of a nation-wide clearing system, the   
return regulation violates the Treaty’s Internal 
market rules on free movement of goods.

Environment minister Trittin replied that the 
system needs to be assessed against laws 
on packaging, not on internal market rules. 
Furthermore he argues that the disruptions are 
worth the environmental gain: 1.2 million tonnes 
less waste he estimated. The Commission will 
examine Germany’s defence before taking any 
further actions.

Chaos in Germany: 
 Will it ever end?



In our tour of European collection systems, we 
go see this issue, how our Swedish fellow EU 
members have implemented the packaging waste 
take-back obligation set by the Packaging and 
Packaging Waste Directive. 

The Swedish collection system is similar but at 
the same time very different from the systems 
implemented in other European countries. Indeed, 
although the Swedes have adhered like many of 
its neighbours to the “green dot system”, when 
it comes to beverage containers, they fall within a 
very special collection scheme.

Förpackningsinsamlingen (The Swedish Packaging 
Collection Organisation) was set up in 1994, “to 

create a sustainable society for the future, in 
which materials seen as waste are turned into 
new kinds of useful resources”.

As producers and importers of packaging or 
packaged goods are responsible for taking 

back the packaging they place on the market, 
industry and trade joined forces in the form of 
different material waste management companies. 
The material-specific company responsible for the 
take-back of plastics packaging is Plastkretsen 
AB. Packaging fee collection for these companies 
are administered by Reparegistret AB (REPA), 
therefore any producer or importer of packaging 
may discharge its legal take-back obligations by 
joining REPA.

Producer responsibility covers all types of 
packaging be it consumer, transport or industrial, 
and applies to all types of packaging: plastic, 
metal, glass, paper, cardboard, corrugated board 
and wood.

The Swedish nation-wide collection system is 
based on the “bring” principle: transport to the 
collection site is the responsibility of the end-user. 
When it comes to consumer packaging, some 
7,000 recycling stations are scattered throughout 

the country’s municipalities, that is, 1 per 1,200 
inhabitants. As far as industrial packaging is 
concerned, there is, generally speaking, one 
reception site per municipality.

As said earlier, beverage containers fall within 
a different collection scheme. Two Swedish 
parliament resolutions govern beverage 
containers recycling: resolution SFS 1991:336 
concerns the recycling of PET bottles and SFS 
1982:349 concerns can recycling. Following these 
two resolutions, deposits on both cans and PET 
bottles were introduced. 

In 1994 AB Svenska Returpack-PET was established 
and the deposit system started on 1 March 1994

Returpack is the body responsible for the 
administration of the deposits. It is co-owned by 
Rexam (the Swedish packing industry), holding 
49%, and The Swedish Breweries Association, 
also holding 49%. The remaing 2% is jointly held 
by a number of trade associations (Axfood,Coop, 
ICA and SSLF).

Returpack is divided into two companies, 
each with their own separate finances. One is 
responsible for can recycling and the other for 
PET bottles recycling. 

300 million deposit one-way PET bottles are sold 
in Sweden every year; deposit amount to 1 SEK 
(0.11 EUR) for small PET bottles and 2 
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SEK (0.22 EUR) for larger ones. As PET bottles 
must be bar code marked to indicate that they 
participate in the reuse/recycling system, bottlers 
and importers must register each bar code with 
Returpack PET.

In order for deposits to be refunded, empty PET 
bottles must be brought back at the retailer’s. 
There, PET bottles are handled, automatically, 
by “return-vending machines”. These machines, 

once they recognise the registered EAN bar code, 
refund the deposit to the consumer. PET bottles 
that are thus collected are baled and sent to the 
recycling plant in Norrköping, where all PET bottles 
(and cans) are counted, sorted, compressed and 
baled, .

In 2002, 76.8% of sold deposit PET bottles were 
thus handled and recycled.
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Material recovery 
   and recycling events

Forthcoming events

January

14-16/01 Internaional Electronics Recycling 
Congress. Basel, Switzerland

For further information:
Tel. ( +41)-61-664-7250, 
Fax ( +41)-61-664-7252,  
e-mail: info@icm.ch.

February

25-27/02 Recycling Expo.
St. Petersburg, Russia

For further information:
Tel. ( +7)-812-373-0403, 
Fax ( +7)-812-373-0403. 
e-mail: lev@alsima.spb.ru. 

The Petcore News team wishes you a 
           very happy 2004!
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