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Chairman’s Notes 
Chris Surbrook, Midland Compounding & Consulting 

Happy 2017!! This will be an exciting year for the Sustainability Division. With new members on our 

board and a revamped newsletter with technical articles and other quality content, we can report a lot 

of positive momentum.  

As I'm sure you're aware, our division changed its name from Environmental to Sustainability. This 

change was made to better reflect the growing efforts in industry to go beyond traditional recycling 

measures; to improve the utilization of plastic materials while reducing the negative consequences of 

end-of-first-use materials to the environment. One of the difficulties with this new name is that the term 

“sustainability” is somewhat nebulous and still fraught with diverse definitions.  Personally, I like the 

triple bottom line definition; that is, the balance of Social, Economic, and Environmental factors.  I 

especially like this definition because of its inclusion of the human element, and our ability to affect the 

other two elements. There are 4 people on our board that exemplify this belief that human effort can 

have a positive impact for economic and environmental change.   For many years, these individuals 

worked quietly behind the scenes to help provide the services we all enjoy from our membership like 

the Global Plastics Environmental Conference (GPEC). Most recently, over the last 3 years, these 

individuals are solely responsible for our existence as an SPE Division.  So, the next time you see Sue 

Kozora, Adrian Merrington, Lou Reifschneider, or Bill Schreiber, please thank them for their efforts to 

keep this group moving and growing. 

There has been no shortage of news in our world of plastics and sustainability. In this new issue, we 

offer members a curated tour through the last few months of relevant news in bioplastics, recycling, 

materials development and more. If there is a topic that you would like to see us cover, please contact 

the newsletter editor, Conor Carlin, directly.  

Our division has been invited by the Institute for Scrap Recycling Industry (ISRI) to manage the plastics 

program in their conference. With a major keynote from Mike Rowe (of “Dirty Jobs” fame), the event 

will bring together recyclers, OEMs and brand owners.  We are also collaborating with the Plastics 

Industry Association (formerly SPI, now PLASTICS) to provide technical content for the 2017 Re|Focus 

Sustainability & Recycling Summit. Lastly, we will be co-hosting a session at 2017 ANTEC with the 

Engineered Properties and Structures Division. 

Members have suggested that the Sustainability Division should promote the need to determine how to 

double the recycling of flexible film given the growth of this packaging material. We’re asking our 

members to help us crowdsource and brainstorm innovative solutions to this thorny problem. Get in 

touch and let us know what you think! 

Quarterly Digest 
Automotive Weight Reduction Continues (source: Plastics News) 

The weight reduction trend has driven the development of fiber-reinforced composites in automotive 

engineering, aerospace and construction, according to German composites industry association AVK. 



 

 

The association said the quantity of glass-fiber-reinforced plastics produced in Europe will increase by 

2.5 percent this year, with the industry set to continue on a growth trajectory in the coming years in the 

transport and construction sectors. 

Lego Keeps Focus on Sustainability (source: Plastics News) 

Jiaxing, China — Toy molder Lego A/S has a new 1.77 million-square-foot injection molding plant in 

China that, when it’s operating at full capacity, will make 72 billion ABS bricks annually. 

But the company is keeping a focus on sustainability. The most recent sign: Lego is in the process of 

installing 20,000 solar panels on the factory roof. The company expects the panels to reduce carbon 

dioxide emissions by 8.81 million pounds per year. 

From Plastics Recycling Update (A Resource Recycling, Inc. Publication) 

January 10, 2017 

The Association of Plastic Recyclers describes the relationship between plastics recovery and 
sustainability, and recycled-plastic products on two continents are highlighted. 

Repreve expands to Vietnam: Unifi, Inc. has expanded its Repreve brand of recycled PET fiber to 
Vietnam. The company licensed the manufacturing, sales and distribution of Repreve filament yarn in 
Vietnam to Century Synthetic Fiber Corp., headquartered in Ho Chi Minh City. 
 
Defending the sector: Steve Alexander, president of the Association of Plastic Recyclers (APR), 

recently penned an op-ed outlining plastics recycling as a key to sustainability. In his piece, he takes 

aim at additives that inhibit recyclability and burning plastics for energy recovery. 

 

Recycled-content products: The European Association of Plastics Recycling and Recovery Organizations 

(EPRO) has released the list of finalists in its recycled-content products competition. British Plastics and 

Rubber takes a look at one of the finalists: a 100 percent recycled content product called the “Loft Stilt,” 

which raises an attic floor so that up to 10.6 inches of insulation can be installed below.  

                                                     
Have an idea 

for an 

article? 

Submission Guidelines 
 Articles should be objective & technical 

in nature 

 .doc or .docx format 

 Topics can include recycling, bioplastics, 

economics or innovative technologies 

related to polymers and sustainability 

Email Conor Carlin  

 cpcarlin@gmail.com 

 

http://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/vietnam-is-the-latest-global-expansion-for-unifis-repreve-300387871.html
http://www.plasticsrecycling.org/news-and-media/629-january-2-2016-plastics-news


 

 

PET Thermoform Recycling:  A Case Study in Packaging Recyclability Claims and Realities 

by Resa Dimino, National Association for PET Container Resources (NAPCOR) 

Earlier this year, the Sustainable Packaging Coalition’s Centralized Study on the Availability of Recycling 

found that a substantial majority of Americans have recycling programs available to them that accept all 

PET packaging. Included in this designation were not only bottles and jugs, but also non-bottle PET 

packages: the clamshells, cups, tubs, lids, boxes, trays, egg cartons and similar rigid, non-bottle 

packaging made of PET (#1) plastic resin that are increasingly common on retailer shelves.   

“We were very pleased to see that most Americans can put PET thermoforms in their recycling bins 

according to the guidelines provided to them by their communities, but we know that this doesn’t tell 

the whole story of what happens to those containers,” said Michael Westerfield, Corporate Director of 

Recycling Programs for Dart Container and a National Association for PET Container Resources 

(NAPCOR) Board Member.  

How do we look beyond collection to determine whether a material placed in a recycling bin actually 

makes it to market? NAPCOR set out to answer this question in the spring of 2016, seeing it as a good 

time to benchmark progress toward our ongoing efforts to open markets to PET thermoform materials, 

and as an opportunity to assess whether PET thermoforms meet Federal Trade Commission (FTC) 

requirements for recyclability claims.   

The methodology was straightforward: ask those who handle the PET material along the way, from bin 

through to reclamation. To that end, NAPCOR surveyed the major operators of Material Recovery 

Facilities (MRFs) and Plastics Recovery Facilities (PRFs), as well as PET reclaimers, to determine how they 

handle the PET thermoforms that flow through their systems. We found that, for the most part, PET 

thermoforms collected at curbside are being sent to PET markets in bottle bales, and most reclaimers 

who handle curbside materials generally recycle them along with PET bottles.   

“We have worked closely with PET reclaimers to analyze the impacts of thermoforms on the recycling 

stream and wanted to do our due diligence with the other parts of the value chain to ensure real 

recyclability before we put messages into the marketplace,” Westerfield added. He and the NAPCOR 

leadership recommend that other resins and materials work to the same standard as they assess 

recyclability.  

Do PET thermoforms meet the FTC’s Green Guide’s requirements for unqualified claims of recyclability? 

The answer is pretty clearly yes. Recycling programs are available to more than 60 percent of the US 

population, and once collected, PET thermoforms can be separated and recovered through the existing 

PET recovery infrastructure.   

So, they are recyclable, but are they a preferred material for reclaimers?  Not yet, for the reasons 

explored below.   

Identifying the Issues 

Over the last decade, NAPCOR has worked with stakeholders to facilitate the collection and recycling of 

PET thermoform packaging. The effort has involved the full value chain: PET thermoform package 



 

 

manufacturers; retailers; recycling collectors; MRF operators; PET reclaimers; and recycled PET end 

users.  

Initial work included lab trials aimed at determining whether PET thermoforms would be compatible 

with the bottle stream, and what technical or practical issues would need to be mitigated. Through 

these early-stage initiatives, NAPCOR and its partners identified the following key issues that could 

inhibit the growth of PET thermoform recycling: look-alike packages; labels/adhesives/inks; intrinsic 

viscosity (IV); and mechanical issues related to package size, shape and configuration. 

At the end of the day, these early trials found no overwhelming issues that precluded PET thermoforms 

from being recycled and processed. Nonetheless, the incorporation of PET thermoforms in the bottle 

recycling infrastructure has not been seamless, and further study and analysis was identified as a critical 

step to maximizing recovery of this growing package in a manner that does not harm the existing bottle 

recycling infrastructure. 

Delving in Deep 

“Through NAPCOR’s early work, we knew that PET thermoforms could be effectively collected, sorted 

and marketed,” said Dan Kuehn, General Counsel for Plastic Ingenuity and Chair of NAPCOR’s 

Thermoform Committee. “Even though reclaimers were becoming more comfortable with buying PET 

bottle bales that contain some PET thermoforms, there were clearly key questions that were holding 

back the broad acceptance of PET thermoforms in the recycling stream, so we set out to answer those,” 

he added.  

Guided by a committee including both thermoformer and reclaimer members, NAPCOR identified five 

technical trials as critical to building the information base that would help open the rPET market more 

broadly to PET thermoforms. Those trials included:  

 The effects of thermoform IV and orientation on the performance and yield of the PET 

reclaiming process: trials found no show-stopper issues relate to IV and orientation 

 The impact of aggressive adhesives on the PET thermoform reclaiming process: identified some 

impact of labels, adhesives and inks, but readings within the Association of Plastic Recyclers’ 

(APR) acceptable design guideline range; despite these bench-scale trial results, thermoform 

labels, particularly those using paper substrates, are still problematic in reclaimer operations 

 The effectiveness of standard PET reclaimer sorting systems to identify non-PET thermoforms: 

some reclaimer systems did not effectively sort OPS and PETG, but this was largely resolved 

with adjustments to auto sort equipment  

 The impact of varying levels of silicone slip agents on rPET color and haze: documented that 

low- to- medium- levels of silicone application do not materially negatively impact haze, but 

high levels do 

 The potential increase in generation of fines when processing thermoforms, and related 

impacts on yield rates: issues related to the supply stream used rendered the results of this trial 

unreliable; NAPCOR will continue to work to better understand and quantify the relationship 

between thermoform processing and fines generation 



 

 

Reclaimer Perspectives: Context and Trends 

The growing prevalence of PET thermoforms in curbside PET bottle bales is unmistakable (see Figure 1).  

As such, reclaimers have had to adapt to a stream containing these materials, but as the reclaiming 

industry struggles with increased contamination and yield loss, this comes at a difficult time. 

Along with increasing thermoforms, reclaimers are faced with the impact of lighter weight containers, 

full wrap shrink labels, metal components, and other design elements that impede recyclability and 

negatively impact PET yield. At the same time, they are facing tight operating margins that result from 

competition with extremely low virgin materials prices. The result: reclaimers need to buy more bales to 

produce the same amount of salable rPET flake, and often sell that flake for less. It doesn’t take an MBA 

to see that this is a tough business.   

“It feels a bit like death by a thousand cuts,” explains Byron Geiger, President of Custom Polymers PET 

and member of the NAPCOR Board of Directors. “There are a lot of packages coming through our 

facilities that add costs to the system, and thermoforms are among them. We need to understand how 

they impact our operations, and we need to be sure they don’t bring along more contaminants.”    

Yet, despite concerns about contamination and yield, reclaimers need more PET material. Even in 

today’s difficult economic conditions, there is still far more capacity to recycle PET than there are bottles 

collected in the US. Reclaimers routinely supplement domestic supply with imported bales and other 

non-bottle materials. PET thermoforms offer the potential to increase domestic supply.   

The drive to develop new sources of supply keeps reclaimers engaged in working through their issues 

with thermoforms. And they are making progress. Reclaimers generally fall into three categories with 

regard to thermoforms. The first group routinely accepts a certain percentage of thermoforms, as 

identified in their specifications. The second does not officially acknowledge acceptance of thermoforms 

in their specs, but does accept them from suppliers that have a good track record with regard to 

contamination. The third category does not accept thermoforms at all. Most of the reclaimers in this last 

category typically rely on materials collected through deposit programs.   

“As we have learned more about thermoforms through the NAPCOR trials, we’ve become more 

comfortable with running them in our system,” adds Geiger. And it appears he is not alone. The market 

is moving toward greater inclusion of thermoforms, with reclaimers representing the majority of the US 

capacity reporting that they routinely process PET thermoforms with bottles. The trend has been for 

reclaimers to move from the “do not accept” to the unofficial acceptance category; and from unofficial 

acceptance to inclusion of thermoforms in specifications. However, the allowable percentages of 

thermoforms for some reclaimers is still quite low and MRF operators remain hesitant to open the 

floodgates and invite all of their suppliers to include PET thermoforms in the stream. 

Where do we go from here? 

“We have made serious progress toward the goal of making recycling of PET thermoform packages as 

easy as recycling bottles,” notes Kuehn, “but we are not quite there yet.” Important work remains to 

ensure that MRFs and the PET reclaiming industry can effectively sort, process and reap value from this 

new material stream. NAPCOR will continue its efforts to work through the design, technical and 

mechanical challenges to increase acceptance of PET thermoforms in domestic recycling programs and 



 

 

markets. At the same time, we need to ensure consistent and accurate messages to the marketplace 

about the status of PET thermoform recycling. 

 

Figure 1: Percentage of PET thermoforms in curbside PET bottle bales (by weight) (source: NAPCOR) 

 

Communities and MRF operators interested in marketing their PET thermoforms domestically should 

talk with their PET buyers about including PET thermoforms in PET bottle bales. And, packaging and 

consumer product companies can help in this process through incorporating APR design for recyclability 

principles when setting specifications and selecting labels for their PET thermoforms.  

 

Figure 2: PET thermoform recovery in US & Canada (source: NAPCOR) 
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Plastics & Sustainability Events 



 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Board of Directors 
The Executive Team took office on July 1, 2016. The following is a list of the current officers of the 

Sustainability Division: 

Name Company Current Position 

Bill Schreiber Lehigh Technologies Past Chairman, Conference Co-Chair 

Chris Surbrook Midland Compounding & Consulting, Inc. Chairman 

A. George Staniulis AGS Technology Board Member, Vice Chair 

Lou Reifschneider Illinois State University Secretary, Interim Councilor 

Kari Bliss Padnos Treasurer 

Sue Kozora IAC Conference Co-Chair 

Dr. Adrian Merrington Midland Compounding & Consulting, Inc. Conference Technical Chair 

Rick Wagner Chevron Phillips Chemical Company LP Board Member, Membership Chair 

Girish Bhatt 
 

Awards Committee Chair 

Dennis Denton Denton Plastics Board Member 

Mark Richardson Series One Board Member 

Allan L. Griff Griffex Board Member 

 

Sponsors 

 



 

 

 


