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Can EPR be the magic wand to
solve the plastic waste problem?

This EPR policy was introduced on 7 October 2021. Some say it is a good policy; others say, it
can easily be reduced to a CSR activity. Some say thereis alack of cooperation between the
various players across the plastic value chain; others say what we require is abottom-up
approachinstead of a top-down push. A WhatPackaging? report by Mansi Gupta

n 28 January, the PHD

Chamber of Commerce and

Industry organised a webi-

nar titled, Decoding EPR —
Challenges, Opportunities and Way
Forwardin India. The 90-minute ses-
sion looked at plastic waste andits
management inlieu of the Extended
Producer Responsibility (EPR) policy.
The 12 panellists discussed the laws
that mandated responsibilities for
manufacturers and brand owners for
the end-of-life management of their
products.

Saket Bhatia, the chairman of the
PHDCCI Packaging Committee, wel-
comedthe 270 delegates to the ses-
sionand highlighted theimportance of
environment, packaging andrecycla-
bility in his welcome address. Bhatia
mentioned how important was the
role of the Indian packaging industry.
He said, "The sector occupies the
fiftth-largest positionin the Indian
economy. Onaglobalscale, theindus-
tryis worth USD 870 billion, of which
the Asia-Pacific region accounts for
38%. Around 40% of the plasticis
constituted by rigid and flexible pack-
aging and this makes EPR necessary.”
According to a study quoted by
Bhatia, 30% of municipal wasteisren-
dered by wasteful packaging.
Swapan Ray, packaging industry
veteran, moderated the session. In his
opening remarks he mentioned how

the Indian Centre for Plasticsin
Environment has played "a significant
rolein developing the first protocol on
the use of plasticsinpaving roads
with CRRI as well as co-processing of
plastic wastein ACC cementinthe
cementkiln.” Ray mentioned that we
need apackaging designand new
solutions that eliminates waste and
pollution, circulates products and
materials, and regenerates nature.
Rachna Arora, working as
EU-supported Resource Efficiency

Initiative for India (EU-REI) at GIZ,
requestedtheindustry membersto
look at EPR as a circular economy
approach. She categorised the levels
of plastic waste fromrigid, flexible to
multilayer plastic. Arora pointed out
the challenges and enablers to EPR
implementation. A major challenge of
the EPR systemincludes reporting
and monitoring by local producers and
recyclers who arenotincludedinthe
system.

Biswajit Dutta from Mother Dairy
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talked about how they were the firstin
November 2018 to obtain the registra-
tion under CPCB for plastic waste man-
agement rule. The company has done
EPR for at least more than 8,400 metric
tonnes in terms of multi-layer plastic
and single-layer plastic for panIndia.

Swati Sambiyal of UN-Habitat,
spoke about how the evolution of law
would be ideal as the system grows
and develops. She even pointed out
that apart from packaging, other sec-
torstolook into were sanitary nap-
kins and diapers, where one could ask
the PIBOs to look into how to manage
waste. She spoke about how innova-
tionand material design are key fac-
tors. She posed the question: Are we
ready to deploy morerecycled con-
tentinour packaging?

Sambiyal ended her note by saying
how certain standards for recycled
polymers areimportant if humankind
iskeento preserve the planet. Also,
she mentioned that there shouldbe a
clear focus on ways we canstop the
problembeforeit starts - not just how
toimprove by cleaning it up.

Nitin Mishra, associate manager
corporate of EHS and Plastic Waste
Management at Dabur India, specified
how thereis "very little clarity in the
EPRdraftinterms of the targets™ He
mentions since EPRis newly intro-
duced, the systemislacking theinfra-
structureitrequires at the moment.
Mishramentioned how each brand
has different packaging specifica-
tions, and how it would be difficult for
onetoreuse the same product for the
same application. His key point men-
tions that many bodies are claiming to
make R-PET, but thereisn't a definite
governing system to determine if
thereisastandardised R-PET. He
hopedthat thereis clarity from the
CPCB, which will be helpful for brands
such as Dabur to planfor the future.
Mishra ended his note by saying a col-
our-coded systemisrequiredto
determine diverse categories of bio-

degradable plasticasit willease the
identification process.

Sanjay Gupta, vice president, DS
Group spoke about the need to hasten
the process without complex laws
being enforced onus. He mentioned
how we extend the shelf life of the
products by adding different layers to
the package, whichin turnharms the
environment as the decay rate gets
extended.

JeevarajPillai, joint president —
packaging and new product develop-
ment, UFlex, started off his
presentation by mentioning thatifa
company uses biodegradable material
for the packaging, they don't have to
fulfilthe EPR target, and how this initi-
ativeis thefirst of itskind.

Pillai highlighted the difference
between compostable and biode-
gradable packaging. Compostingis
done under predefined conditions and
requires acomposterintheinfra-
structure. The entireissuein the
waste management systemis the
collection aspect, so compostability
doesn't solveit.

Biodegradable means product pack-
aging, which does not get picked upin
the cycle,and can decompose onits
own, without external conditions.

Pillai stated that we need to make
the existing packaging biodegradable,
which decomposes over a period of
time without any external factor and
isirreversible.

Listening to Pillai, one wondered if
thereis agreen gap between what
our industry talks about; and the rest
of society.

Later whenthis scribe spoketoa
few industry insiders, they said they
fear that confused consumers might
put compostable plasticin with con-
ventional plastic or non-recyclable
material, wrongly assuming it will bio-
degradeinthe open environment.

Some mentioned that solving the
plastic pollution problem without
increasing other environmental bur-
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dens "willrequire an approach that
tackles wider concerns around
unsustainable resource use".

"Sustainability comes throughrecy-
cling," stated Rahul Poddar, managing
director of ShaktiPlastic,and vice-
president for plasticrecycling at
MSMECCII. He spoke about how recy-
clingisimportantin the whole value
chain.

His company now focuses on pro-
ducing high-grade granules, which
canbe usedfor packaging and food-
grade applications. The shiftin the
systemishelping people at the
groundlevelto "make good money
out of therecycling system”.

Varij Sharma, founder and partner of
Gravitas Legal, speaks about the legal
framework, which governs the EPR
policy. He said that the EPR policy
doesn't try to curb the production of
plastic, but focuses more on the man-
agement of it.

His conversation specifies how
rather thanintroducing penal provi-
sions, we have tointroduce provisions
thathaveto

incentivise all stakeholdersinvolved
so that they are pushed towards
implementing and ensuring the imple-
mentation of these regulationsinthe
best manner.

The webinar concluded with an
engaging Q&A session that covereda
range of topics that dwelt onthe
packaging industry as well as the
staggering amount of plastics that
manufacturers use, particularly in
palletising end products.

One of the themes that resonated
during the Q&A session was: market-
basedinstruments andregulatory
measures for the effective function-
ing of plasticmanagement models.
And with theboomineCommerce, the
industry must relook at packaging
design, SKUs, packaging material
choices, print methods and other sup-
ply chainlogistics. The stakes are
high, very high.m



