
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Press release 

European forest-based materials research recognised among the world's 
best, holds potential to clean up global waters from plastics   

Brussels, 18 November 2022

 
 
Dr. Ilona Leppänen, hailing from Finland, has been recognised amongst the world's best young 
researchers working in forestry and forest product innovation. Her work tackles a global issue related to 
plastics for which no solution existed so far.  
  
After winning prizes for her work at both national and European level, the 29-year old researcher has been 
selected to represent Europe in the next round of the international Blue-Sky Young Researcher 
Innovation Awards, a major distinction in the field of forest-based materials and processes research that 
is awarded biennially.  
   
As part of the functional cellulose team at VTT, one of Europe’s leading research institutes, her work 
focuses on exploiting the inherent properties of this natural material. Most research on cellulose has so far 
been carried by forest engineers, but Dr. Leppänen is part of a new generation of chemists taking interest 
in cellulose.  
  
Her aim is to make a film based on this biomaterial that works as a selectively permeable membrane, to 
filter the nanoplastics from the water flowing through it. According to the IUCN, at least 14 million tons of 
plastic end up in the ocean every year, and plastic makes up 80% of all marine debris found from surface 
waters to deep-sea sediments.   
 
Nanoplastics’ effects are particularly worrying, as they disrupt the ocean ecosystems at the basis of the 
global food chain. Because of their small size, no good water filtering solution existed for them until now. 
Dr. Leppänen’s innovation could find applications in washing machines or water treatment plants, 
capturing nanoplastics at the source before they reach the ocean.  
   
Dr. Leppänen was competing in a crowded field, with most research projects put forward looking into novel 
uses of forest products such as cellulose, which is today essentially used for papermaking. The next stage 
will see an international judging panel convened to assess the strength and potential of each entry, with 
three eventual winners receiving cash prizes and the opportunity to present their work at the ICFPA's 
Global CEO Roundtable in early 2023.  
  
  
Quotes 

“This award is my biggest achievement so far. The inherent properties of cellulose have the potential to 
help us tackle some of the biggest global challenges.” 

Dr.Ilona Leppänen, Research scientist, VTT 

 

“Dr. Leppänen’s research is a great example of the potential of products from the circular bioeconomy as 
superior alternatives to fossil-based products. It also shows very concretely that bio-based materials can 
be a solution to the global issues that an economy based on fossil materials has created.”   
  
Jori Ringman, Director General Cepi, Confederation of European Paper Industries and ICFPA President  
   

 

 

https://icfpa.org/blue-sky-award/
https://icfpa.org/blue-sky-award/


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Notes to editor:  

For press inquiries to Cepi, please contact Piotr 
Pogorzelski, Media Relations Manager, at 

E: p.popogorzelski@cepi.org 

T: +32.4.95.12.67.88 

For more information on Industry commitments, 
please consult  

Cepi’s Sustainable Product Pledge, 

Cepi’s Pledge to support the 3 billion trees 
initiative. 

The 4evergreen cross-industry alliance. 

For our latest industry statistics, please refer to 

Cepi Key Statistics 2021  

 

 About Cepi: 

Cepi is the European association representing 
the paper industry. We offer a wide range of 
renewable and recyclable wood-based fibre 
solutions to EU citizens: from packaging to 
textile, hygiene and tissue products, printing and 
graphic papers as well as speciality papers, but 
also bio-chemicals for food and 
pharmaceuticals, bio-composites and bioenergy. 
We are a responsible industry: 85% of our raw 
materials are sourced in Europe and certified as 
sustainable, 92% of the water we use is returned 
in good condition to the environment. We are the 
world champion in recycling at the rate of 71.4%. 
At the forefront of the decarbonisation and 
industrial transformation of our economy, we 
embrace digitalisation and bring 21 billion value 
addition to the European economy and €4.5 
billion investments annually. Through its 18 
national associations, Cepi gathers 490 
companies operating 885 mills across Europe 
and directly employing more than 179,000 
people. 

More information about our sustainability 
performance here. 
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