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STATEMENT

The Packaging market is moving from Plastics to Paper,
behind it is an untold story of decades of improvement
in design and recycling

Brussels, 21 January 2026

Triggered by the EU’s 2019 Single Use Plastics Directive, Europe’s market for packaging has accelerated a
movement towards ‘paperisation’, the trend of replacing fossil-based packaging, particularly plastics, with
recyclable paper. Today, paper and board packaging is well-established as a preferred solution for sustainably-
minded consumers and producers, while paper mills have continuously increased the use of ‘recycled fibre’ in
their raw material mix. So much that now other world regions are also coveting this valuable European resource.

Papermakers, packaging producers and recyclers in Europe aim to reach by 2030 a 90% ‘recycling rate’
for paper-based packaging. The current recycling rate for paper packaging in Europe, standing at 87%
according to Eurostat, already exceeds legal EU recycling targets set for the end of the decade, as well as
surpassing recycling rates in any other part of the world.

This achievement is the result of a process in which Cepi has played a proactive role, in close coordination with
the whole pulp and paper value chain, including waste management companies and fast-moving consumer
goods producers. A year after the publication of the Single Use Plastics Directive they have launched together
the 4evergreen alliance, spearheaded by Cepi, and involving some of the largest and best-known companies
globally. Cepi has further supported this by developing the widely adopted Cepi recyclability test method and
encouraging the creation of a European network of testing laboratories using the method. All these
initiatives have also set important groundwork for an ongoing standardisation of ‘design for recycling
criteria’ as part of the implementation of the EU’s Packaging and Packaging Waste Regulation (PPWR).

Even before these regulatory-focused efforts, European paper packaging companies were reaping the rewards
of sizable and sustained investments in their capacity to recycle, and reduce waste, at scales never reached
before. They had created large new markets based on the principles of ‘circularity’. For more than a decade,
the amount of paper and board packaging recycled has been higher by weight than what is recycled by
all other packaging materials combined, and recycled paper has become essential to the functioning of vast
parts of Europe’s economy which rely on paper packaging to distribute and sell their products.

But in the last two decades, other geographies have started competing for what is increasingly seen as
a precious resource. Per the EU’s ‘Waste Shipment Regulation’, exports of recyclable waste are allowed
exceptionally, and are limited to countries and installations able to demonstrate that their operating standards
are equivalent to the European Union’s. Europe has a strategic advantage in doing so: the new EU Bioeconomy
Strategy published last November aims to strengthen European leadership in bio-based materials. With paper
being one of the most used such materials, the new strategy’s ambitious objectives only reinforce the urgency
to keep circulating ‘recycled fibre’ in the EU, helping it to stay at the forefront of the paperisation of packaging.
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https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ten00063/default/table?lang=en
https://4evergreenforum.eu/
https://www.cepi.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Cepi-Test-Method-27.02_FINAL.pdf
https://www.cepi.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/REC-23-039_rev3.pdf
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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

Cepi aisbl Confederation of European Paper Industries
Avenue Louise 250, box 80, B-1050 Brussels @+32 2 627 49 11
@ cepi.org W @CEPI_paper in Cepi

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 specialty papers, but also bio-
chemicals for food and pharmaceuticals, bio-
composites and bioenergy.

We are a responsible industry: 91% of our raw
materials are sourced in European Union 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 75.1%. 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 19
national associations, Cepi gathers 470
companies operating 842 mills across Europe
and directly employing more than 174,000
people.

More information about the European pulp and
paper sector sustainability performance.
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