Sustainable
packaging?

Not as simple

as it seems_<+&

Not all “environmentally friendly” packaging is created equal, as Toby Whyte,
managing director of Health Pak, one of our supporters, explains.

s a New Zealand manufacturer, one of the requests
Afor products and packaging | get most often is
asking for it to be “environmentally friendly”. Can it
be biodegradable, recyclable, compostable, sustainable, or
natural? The list goes on. Obviously, it's great people want
this, but unfortunately the biggest problem is that very few
(and | mean very few) have any idea about what makes a
product better for the environment. They don’t want to be
told that making something biodegradable may in fact be
the wrong choice.
Having been in this business for nearly 25 years, |
can honestly say sometimes | even question what the
best options for a particular product are. Over the years,
we have used additives that claim to make packaging
"biodegradable”, packaging made from cornstarch or
sugar, products and ingredients that claim to be natural
or sustainable, the list goes on. While some have worked,
others have not and | could write for days on this subject
quite happily. Below is a very basic (but hopefully helpful)
summary of three basic areas in which we look to better
assess a product and its packaging’s environmental claims
or benefits.

Never take claims for granted. Unfortunately, in

my experience, many salespeople marketing the
environmental aspects of their products are too far
removed from the source. They look at it as an easy way
to sell their product and don't truly understand what
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they are selling or whether the claims being made are in
fact relevant or true. A lot of this is because the product,
ingredient, or additive is made offshore, and, by the time it
gets to the person selling it, the claims are just assumed to
be true, have not been explained correctly, or simply don’t
work within New Zealand because of the way in which we
process post-consumer waste.

Where the product comes from and where it ends

up is just as important as the product itself. What are
the manufacturing company’s or country’s environmental
standards, and how far has it travelled to get here? People
still don't realise the terrible environmental standards that
still exist in many countries and also the horrifying distance
a product can travel during the manufacturing process
before it gets sold here. At the other end of the spectrum,
very few people also consider where the product or
packaging will end up after they have used it. You might
think that you are doing the right thing buying packaging
that claims to be compostable, but if it all goes into the
bin and ends up in landfill then it will never compost. The
same applies to recycling - many products that claim to be
“recyclable” cannot be recycled within New Zealand.

What works for one product may not be the best
option for the next. Don't get stuck on there being one
right answer for everything. We have found that every
product gets sourced, made, used, and disposed in

different ways, whether commercially or domestically. We
have a myriad of options in packaging — for example, from
recyclable to degradable — depending on the product.
While it would be great to have one option that fits all, this
train of thought can cause more problems than it solves.
Some packaging, for example, can be made to degrade
faster when in contact with light and oxygen (outside),
while another can degrade in conditions with no light and
oxygen (landfill); however, both are equally hopeless in the
opposite conditions.

In summary, even after having considered the above areas
as a company, we still have a lot of debate about whether
we have the best option. In many cases, this is ongoing,
and there are times where we have sheepishly reverted to
the ingredients, packaging, or processes we had originally
rather than the fancy new technology we thought would
save the planet. However, this process, | would like to
believe, has given us more knowledge to make better
decisions for the future. | hope this has helped give an
insight into all the environmental claims in the marketplace
and some idea of how to test them. You may even chose
the product that has none!

Toby with his son Harvey at Mahurangi north of Auckland.
Photo: supplied

*Health Pak is one of New Zealand’s largest contract
packaging companies. Long before it was a widely
raised issue, Health Pak was making its products as
environmentally friendly as possible. Its hair and body
care products have been made using biodegradable
formulations for more than 10 years. And it is leading the
way with its degradable packaging and soap recycling
programmes. See www.healthpak.co.nz/about-us/
environmental/.

Queen’s Birthday
honours winners

0
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Gerry Brackenbury was made a Member of the New l
Zealand Order of Merit for services to conservation
and natural history in Whangarei and Northland. Gerry
was a founder of the Northern branch of Forest & Bird
and instigated a project for turning Motu Matakohe/ l
Limestone Island into a refuge for biodiversity. He
has contributed 30 years |
towards creating an island
that holds rare species of
birds, lizards, and insects,
which is regularly visited by
hundreds of school children
on educational trips. Gerry
was also the driving force
behind Project Crimson
for the conservation of
pdhutukawa and rata.

Jaap van Dorsser, received a Queen’s Service Medal
for services to the environment after contributing
hundreds of volunteer hours to maintaining and
growing native bush during the last 40 years and
supporting clean waterways. Jaap has overseen

and taken part in the planting and regeneration of
native trees all around Rotorua and is well-respected
nationally and internationally as an expert in forestry
and planting methods.
His work planting,
clearing stream areas, and
removing noxious weeds
and rubbish has made a
significant difference to
the community and to

the environment. He is

an enthusiastic teacher,
regularly taking sessions
with schools and other
community volunteers.

Marine biologists honoured
Liz Slooten has been jointly awarded the
Marine Science Society's inaugural John
Morton Medal for outstanding contributions
to the advancement of marine conservation
and sustainability in New Zealand.

Liz, a former Deputy President of Forest
& Bird, began studying the endangered
Hector's dolphin in 1984, along with
research partner Professor Steve Dawson.
Theirs is now one of the longest-running
ecological studies of any marine mammal.
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