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One of the latest studies on 
recycling opportunities, conducted 
by McKinsey & Company, highlights 
a hard truth: despite good 
intentions, plastic converters still 
face formidable challenges in 
turning post-consumer waste into 
viable products. The ambition is 
there, but the pathway is far from 
straightforward.

Across industries, the 
momentum to move away 
from fossil fuels is undeniable. 
Consumer-packaged-goods 
(CPG) companies have made bold 
pledges to cut their environmental 

footprint, with packaging at the 
centre of their commitments. 
Bottles, caps, trays, and film wrap 
- all the plastics that surround 
daily life - are now under scrutiny. 
Demand for circular polymers is 
rising fast but announced capacity 
expansions are failing to keep 
pace. That mismatch raises critical 
questions: are today’s business 
models for recycling really 
feasible? And if not, what will it take 
to bridge the gap?

The Design Imperative
In this environment, product design 

becomes crucial. Reducing weight 
while preserving functionality 
and durability is now the guiding 
principle. For the rotomoulding 
industry, this conversation is 
particularly urgent. Today, only a 
negligible fraction of rotomoulded 
products are recycled at end-
of-life. Some inspiring efforts 
are taking shape: in Norway, 
for example, rotomoulders 
have collaborated to collect 
old rotomoulded products and 
reprocess them into powder 
for new applications. Working 
with a rotomouldable feedstock 
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ensures consistency and allows 
for higher recycled content. Yet 
the long lifespan of rotomoulded 
products - often exceeding 20 
years - means returns are slow, 
and the collection-to-powder 
pathway involves significant cost 
and technical complexity. Noble as 
these projects may be, can they 
withstand the economic reality of 
cheap fossil-based polyethylene?

Recycling’s Double Challenge
At its core, recycling is not simply 
an environmental gesture - it 
is an additional manufacturing 
process. It demands expertise, 
investment, and scale. Mechanical 
recycling, the workhorse of the 
past three decades, is well-suited 
to clean, sorted waste streams 
but limited in scope. It struggles 
with contamination and cannot 
deliver material properties for 
demanding applications such as 
food contact.

Advanced recycling offers new 
hope. By breaking plastics down 
to their molecular building blocks, 
these processes can expand 
the range of recyclable inputs 
and tailor the output for high 
value uses such as flexible food 
packaging. But capacity remains 
constrained, technologies are 
still maturing, and costs are high. 
Over time, efficiency gains and 

scaling should lower costs, but 
for now recyclers across Europe 
face headwinds: geopolitical 
instability, soaring energy prices, 
and stubbornly expensive waste 
streams. Some operators, despite 
their innovation, may not survive 
the squeeze.

Regulation: Push and Pull
Policy is playing an increasingly 
decisive role. In the UK, the Plastic 
Packaging Tax - introduced in 
April 2022 - applies to packaging 
with less than 30% recycled 
content. The measure has spurred 
both consumer awareness and 
industrial change. But the tax 
focuses on flexible packaging 
and does not fully capture 
rotomoulded products, which 
often fall into the category of rigid 
items. A clearer classification 
could nudge rotomoulders to 
embrace PCR (post-consumer 
recycled) materials more readily.

Across continental Europe, 
regulatory debate is moving 
further and faster. Proposals for a 
comprehensive plastic tax across 
all products are gaining traction. 
Such a measure would create 
opportunities for recyclers and 
converters alike, but it could also 
burden small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) that lack the 
capital to adapt quickly.

A Fork in the Road for 
Rotomoulding
The rotomoulding industry is 
now at a pivotal juncture. On 
the one hand, there is genuine 
innovation: from cooperative 
recycling schemes in Scandinavia 
to exploratory use of advanced 
technologies. On the other, 
there are sobering realities: 
long product life cycles, cost 
pressures, and the enduring price 
advantage of virgin polyethylene.

The sector must ask itself tough 
questions. Will circularity be 
achieved by voluntary initiatives 
and gradual design changes, 
or will it require regulatory 
compulsion and financial 
incentives? Can collective 
industry action create consistent, 
affordable recycled feedstocks? 
And crucially, will customers be 
willing to pay a premium - or will 
environmental value alone prove 
insufficient?

The answers will not come 
overnight. But one thing is clear: 
rotomoulding cannot afford 
to sit on the sidelines of the 
recycling revolution. The industry 
must innovate, collaborate, and 
advocate for policies that level 
the playing field. The opportunity 
is real, but only those willing to 
adapt will seize it. R




