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Packaging waste: the environmental footprint of the food industry

Among the many threats to the environment, plastic pollution is easily on the podium. This is
due to plastic’s manufacturing process, that is, burning fossil fuels, but also largely to plastic
being ubiquitous in modern-day products. According to the United States Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), 5.3 percent of municipal solid waste comes from plastic containers
and packaging?, most of which is dumped in the landfill or in the sea. About 79% of all the
plastic waste produced since the 1950s - approximately 6.3 billion tonnes - has neither been
recycled nor incinerated?. We have come to a point that a plastic island three times the size of
France? is floating in the Pacific Ocean and another one is growing in the North Atlantic. By
2050, the world’s oceans will contain more plastic waste than fish*.

Plastic, mistaken for food by marine life or turned into microplastics due to exposure to salt
water and ultraviolet light, finds its way into the food chain. As a matter of fact, traces of
chemicals derived from plastics have been found in 95% of adult Americans®. We are literally
eating plastic.

! https://lwww.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/containers-and-packaging-
product-specific-data

2 https://www.economist.com/international/2018/03/03/the-known-unknowns-of-plastic-pollution

3 https://edition.cnn.com/2018/03/23/world/plastic-great-pacific-qarbage-patch-intl/index.html

4 https://www.fcsi.org/foodservice-consultant/the-americas/blog-reducing-plastic-waste-us-food-industry/
5 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1278476/
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Food packaging: is the food processing industry doing enough?

Over the last decade, the food industry is taking action against this phenomenon. In 2014, food
manufacturers recycled almost 94%° of the food waste that they produced. In 2015, they
donated over 800 million pounds of food to Feeding America, the largest network of food banks
in the US. Yet there’s still plenty of room to improve when it comes to food waste. In Europe
alone, 19% of food waste is due to food processing’. According to a report by Friends of the
Earth and Zero Waste Europe, 40 percent of Europe’s demand for plastic is packaging®.

Recycling is not enough. Europe and China recycle plastic food packaging waste at a rate of
30% and 25%:; the US is stuck at 9%°.

Food packaging wastes and environmental impacts

It might be lightweight and incomparably cheap packaging-wise, but for society at large, plastic
is a negative externality. It takes 700 years for a single bottle to begin decomposing. And if the
Great Pacific Garbage Patch is bewildering, it is nothing compared to the amount of plastic in
the soil, which is roughly in a range between four and twenty three times that in the ocean'®.
Plastic is a threat to plants and animals, including humans. Being the most common ingredient
in the human diet, it causes severe disruption in fertility, reproduction and sexual maturation as
well as many other diseases, including cancer!.

But we don't just eat plastic. We also drink plastic. 83% of tap water samples around the water
contains plastic fibers!2. By 2030, annual emission from plastic pollution will grow to 1.34 billion
tonnes of greenhouse gas emission. By 2050, plastic pollution could amount to 56 billion
tonnes, that is 14 percent of the earth's remaining carbon budget*®.

The time window is little. According to the latest IPCC report!#, we have 10 years to curb climate
change. Are we doing enough? If we are not, doom will be inevitable.

6 http://www.foodwastealliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/GMA_food waste infographic-
MANUFCTR.jpg

7 https://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/headlines/society/20170505STO73528/food-waste-the-
problem-in-the-eu-in-numbers-infographic

8 https://www.bigissue.com/latest/food/the-food-industry-must-take-greater-responsibility-for-single-use-
plastics/

9 https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2017/07/plastic-produced-recycling-waste-ocean-trash-
debris-environment/

10 hitps://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/plastic-planet-how-tiny-plastic-particles-are-
polluting-our-soil

11 hitps://www.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3791860/

12 hitps://orbmedia.org/stories/Invisibles _plastics/

13 hitps://www.ciel.org/news/plasticandclimate/

14 hitps://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/08/global-warming-must-not-exceed-15c-warns-
landmark-un-report
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New solutions to reduce food packaging wastes in the food processing industry

To fight the environmental impact of food packaging waste, Cerulean has launched
CelsiusChecker, an industry-ready solution for chilled and frozen products that cuts food waste
to zero. In short, Celsius Checker is a non-contact microwave thermometer to be used in food
guality assurance that measures the temperature of the food sample without breaching the
packaging.

The non-destructive nature of CelsiusChecker eliminates the need to remove packaging, the
use of replacement probes, and has a considerable cost saving element. Sacrificial products
may only make up a small percentage of a single production run but over a continuous process
annually, the numbers become larger in scale and the cost savings more significant. For
example, over the course of one year, a factory operating 24 hours per day, for 300 days and
conducting four tests per hour should expect to achieve savings of more than £35,000 annually
when switching to Celsius.


https://www.cerulean.com/en/capabilities/CelsiusChecker

