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About RECOUP
RECycling of Used Plastics Limited (RECOUP) is a charity and leading authority providing expertise and guidance across the plastics recycling value chain. Built on a network
of valued members, collaboration is central to its activities. RECOUP is committed to securing sustainable, circular, and practical solutions for plastic resources both in the UK
and world-wide.
The content and analysis contained in this document is based on the information received. While every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of the contents, RECOUP
cannot accept responsibility or liability for any errors or omissions. Opinions expressed and recommendations provided herein are offered for the purpose of guidance only
and should not be considered legal advice.
RECOUP works to maximise plastic recycling through stimulating the development of sustainable plastics waste management, including the improvement of plastics collection
and sorting activities across the UK, undertaking research and analysis to identify good practices and remove barriers to the adoption of efficient recycling systems.
This work has been compiled by RECOUP for the use of its members. Whilst Members can reference this document, they must ensure that RECOUP are credited. This work
cannot be openly purchased by organisations that are not members of RECOUP. This document will become freely available and in the open domain once a period of 3-months
has passed from the date of its formal release. All information contained in this report will remain the subject of copyright and should be referenced as such.

This report has been written by:
Kate Bedford
Packaging and Recycling Project Manager
RECOUP
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Off-the-shelf health care and medicines
The Medicines Act was brought into the UK in 1968, this law governs the manufacture and supply of medicine and is defined into 3 categories of medicines:
• Prescription only
• Pharmacy medicines
• General sales list medicines
General sales list medicines can be brought without prescription or supervision from a doctor at pharmacies, supermarkets, and newsagents. These can treat everyday
aliments such as common colds, headaches, and hay fever.
The consumer healthcare industry which includes pain relief, cold, flu, and allergy, digestive health and vitamins has become one of the fastest growing and complex areas of
the shopping aisles in recent years, with the consumer becoming more conscientious about their wellbeing and taking their health into their own hands.
Health care items and medicines are now an essential part of the shopping basket, and 2020/21 has seen a change in this sector due to COVID-19, with shopper behavior
changing to focus on hand hygiene and face masks. In 2020 the traditional cold and flu season did not happen with everyone at home and as a result of this the category ended
2020 on a low. However, there was a recognised increase in vitamins and health supplements1.
Pain relief remains to be the largest segment in this category with cough, cold, sore throat and gastrointestinal closely following.
The categories are broken down as follows:
• Cold, Flu and Decongestants
• Indigestion Remedies
• Hay fever
• Adult Oral Analgesics
• Pediatric Analgesics
• Vitamin and food supplements
It is recognised by RECOUP that this a sector that is often overlooked in terms of packaging recyclability, perhaps due to the product being a necessity rather than a choice.
For this case study we will look more closely at the type of packaging that is used in off-the-shelf medicines and healthcare. Why it is used, the material types and sizes. If
there are any instructions to the consumer and how easily any of it can be recycled and how improvements can be made whilst taking into consideration regulations regarding
the packaging of medical supplies.
We will take packaging from each of the categories highlighting any good and bad examples and making recommendations that could help capture any material that has the
potential to be recycled.
1 https://www.pagb.co.uk/about-us/about-our-industry/
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General principles when considering recyclability of off-the-shelf medical packaging
There are several key packaging recyclability considerations relevant to health and medical packaging. These include:

•

•

•

Items under 50mm diameter do not get through the sorting process and
are generally not recycled unless collected through a system separate to
kerbside.

•

Clear PET, clear and coloured PP, and natural and coloured HDPE all have
good current sorting and reprocessing capacity in the UK.

•

Household film and pouch collections and recycling are currently less well
developed than for rigid bottles, pots tubs and trays.

Labels should not cover more than 40% of the surface area of the pack,
although medical packaging needs to be regulated and contain important
information for the user, so this is not always possible.
•
Instructions to consumers both directly on packs and through kerbside
instructions via local authorities need to be improved and consistent.
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•

Multilayers of plastic and other materials, or different types of plastic are
not generally recycled.
One polymer in packaging is always recommended.
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Case Study 1. Adult Oral Analgesics
Analgesics also known as painkillers is medication to relieve different types of pain, more commonly known as aspirin, paracetamol, and Ibuprofen.
The type we buy off-the-shelf are packaged in a cardboard outer pack with the tablets sealed in a blister pack. The blister pack is thermoformed
plastic usually PVC with aluminum or plastic lidding film and is a monitored dosage system. The blister packs keep tablets separate from each
other to avoid crushing and damage, protect against water and humidity, provide dosage control, visibility, tamper and child resistant.

Pharmaceutical packaging is highly regulated and communication of proper use and labels on such packaging is also regulated. Much of this packaging is small and compact
with further consumer information on separate leaflets inside the packs. In Europe around 85% of solid unit doses are packed in blister packs with only around 20% in North
America.
It was reported in 2020 that over the counter sales of pain relief in the UK was estimated at over £660million2.
With the average cost of a packet of paracetamol in the UK being 30 pence, that is potentially 20 million packs being disposed of in the UK a year.
The recyclability of this type of packaging is complex due to the mixed composite materials. The cardboard box and paper insert can be placed for recycling and would be
recycled with card and paper. The blister pack cannot be placed for recycling due to the combination of materials. PVC packaging is not widely collected and sorted in the UK,
also the size of the blister pack would mean if it was collected and sorted it would be rejected with other small items at a sorting facility.
As there are no on pack disposal instructions it is likely that the user would dispose of the packaging with the empty blister pack inside the box therefore making the cardboard
not recyclable. Packaging within packaging is not able to be separated at a sorting facility manually or by technology.

2 https://www.statista.com/statistics/415963/over-the-counter-otc-medicine-breakdown-of-sales-in-great-britain/
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Why are analgesics not stored in bottles in the UK?

This can be dependent on various reasons, the packaging producer/manufacturer will have equipment to mass produce blister packs, cost effectively and efficiently. Bottles
containing pills do not offer dosage control, freshness, or tamper proof evidence.

Advantages of PVC to other plastics for medical packaging

Polyvinyl Chloride (PVC) is one of the most widely used polymers in the world. Due to its versatile nature, PVC is used extensively across a broad range of industrial, technical,
and everyday applications including widespread use in building, transport, packaging, electrical/electronic and healthcare applications.
PVC is a very durable and long-lasting material which can be used in a variety of applications, either rigid or flexible, white or black and a wide range of colours in between.
PVC has been used for hundreds of lifesaving and healthcare products for almost 50 years being used in surgery, pharmaceuticals, drug delivery and medical packaging due to
its unrivalled performance characteristics and cost-efficiency.
PVC is compatible with virtually all pharmaceutical products in healthcare facilities today. It also has excellent water and chemical resistance, helping to keep solutions sterile.
RECOUP have formed a non-clinical medical working group with members and external partners to consider collection, sorting and end markets in this sector.
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Case Study 2. Cold and Cough Remedies
Typically, in this category the majority of linctus is stored in glass bottles, with the glass being a brown or dark colour, this is to prevent ultraviolet light from degrading the
contents. These glass bottles have excellent barrier properties and are readily collected and recycled in the UK. The lids and caps on glass bottles are usually HDPE and these
are separated from the bottle during sorting and both the bottle, and the lid dependant on size can go on for further recycling.
The example below is a liquid cough mixture in all plastic packaging.
The example below is a liquid cough mixture in all plastic
packaging. The bottle is coloured PET; coloured PET can be
recycled but is less valuable than clear PET and has limited
end uses. A coloured PET bottle would not go back into
packaging but into strapping which is usually green. The cap
and cup are HDPE. The Label covers most of the bottle which
could impede the recovery of the PET bottle for further
recycling.
Recyclability By Design guidelines recommend that there
should be at least 60% clear surface area on the pack to
allow for effective detection during sorting at a recycling
facility. The label on the back is a peel and reveal label, which
contains administration instructions and other important
information which must be included on the pack.
the consumer.
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The pot is very small, 4cm deep and 6cm high and the
label covers 90% of the pot.
Polystyrene is listed in the polymer choices guide3 as one
of the problematic plastics. If this pot were placed into
kerbside recycling its likely it would not be recovered for
further processing.

There are no instructions on the bottle regarding disposal for

A recommendation would be to reduce the size of the front label and include
labelling on the bottle that the material is recyclable. A clear PET bottle would be
preferable for recycling; however, packaging must be suitable for the product.

3 Wrap Polymer choices

Continuing with cold and cough remedies, this vapour rub
comes in a coloured Polystyrene (PS) pot with a polyolefin
lid.

This Vicks vapour rub comes in a Polypropylene (PP) pot. This example is 6cm in
diameter and 7.7cm in height, this means that not only is it large enough to be sorted
it is also a valuable plastic that could have an end use. Although this pot is large enough
to be sorted effectively at a recycling facility the label covers most of the pot with only
approx. 10% clear surface area available for detection.

Recommendations would be to ensure pot sizes are bigger than 5cm in
diameter and that labels do not cover more than 40% of the pot surface.
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Case Study 3. Indigestion Remedies

Liquid indigestion remedies are mainly contained in glass bottles but there are many other forms of this medicine that can be taken in tablet form.
The picture shows a small pocket size pack of chewable tablets. The container is PE, there is a tamper evidence sleeve, a wrap around paper label and a peel and reveal label
on the back.
In terms of recycling this pack would not meet recommend design guidance for the following reasons:
Size – the pocket size being ideal to carry and transport, would most certainly be lost during sorting at a recycling
facility. Anything smaller that 5cm in diameter will go with broken glass and other small items that are disposed of in
kerbside recycling bins. This means they are rejected as residual waste.
Label – The label cover approx. 80% of the pack so if it did reach the plastic sort it’s unlikely the technology would read
it as plastic. There is no on pack guidance surrounding disposal or recycling instructions.

The boxed tablets as pictured are packaged in a clear blister pack with a foil lidding film and housed in a cardboard box. The box can be recycled however the blister pack cannot
be due to being small and composite materials. It must be remembered that any item placed in kerbside recycling must be loose and separate. Packaging within packaging is
not able to be separated manually or by technology at a sorting facility which can result in much material being discarded.
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Case Study 4: Hay fever Relief

For this product we looked at a nasal spray which comes in a multi composite package.
It comes in a carboard box which contains a nasal spray made from small glass bottle
with a plastic actuator.
Due to the structure and mixed materials this is made from, it would be difficult for
the consumer to separate the packaging but also a challenge to be separated at a
sorting facility.
The box
The box being cardboard can be disposed off into kerbside recycling, to be recycled
with card and paper.
The green plastic lid
If the bottle is disposed of with the green lid attached and the glass bottle is broken at
the sorting facility the lid and actuator may carry on to the plastic sort. As the plastic
parts of this pack are relatively small it could be that they are lost with small items less
than 5cm in diameter depending on how they fall.

The white plastic actuator
This may or may not stay attached to the remainder of the pack once the glass is
broken away. The size dictates its destination and again this could be lost with small
items during sorting. The aluminium component is fixed to the white actuator and
cannot be separated.
Due to the various and complex components and materials that make up this
packaging it is unlikely the consumer will separate the packaging and that any of it will
be recovered for recycling, other than the cardboard box, providing it is disposed of
separately.
Recommendations would be to consider the inability to separate all the different
components of this packaging. Consideration to size; making the components bigger
than 5cm in diameter and keep to mono materials where possible.

The glass bottle
The glass will be smashed and separated from the rest of the pack. This will leave the
actuator inside the bottle and the aluminium cap that holds it in place, as pictured.
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Case Study 5: Vitamins and food Supplements
Before 1935, the only source of vitamins was from food, the 1950’s saw mass production and marketing of vitamin supplements including multivitamins to prevent deficiencies.
Today there are now shops that sell just vitamins and health supplements for the health conscious with an unlimited choice. Sales in this category in 2020 topped just short
of £500 million4.
An overall trend amongst UK consumers of aspiring to a healthier lifestyle has meant consumers are now much more willing to spend money on non-essential goods such as
food supplements. This has led to a growth in categories of supplements such as sports nutrition, weight management and wellbeing, vitamins and dietary supplements.
Unless a medicinal claim is made for the products, vitamins and supplements are not classified as medicines and, therefore, are not subject to the Medicines Act 1968 or the
Medicines for Human Use Regulations 1994. They are, however, controlled by the Food Safety Act 1990, and therefore must be fit for human consumption
Packaging in this category is predominately plastic, and comes in a variety of formats from bottles, pouches, blister packs and tubes.
The majority of bottles do display the resin identification code allowing the consumer to see what
type of plastic it is made from. But like most packaging in this sector, it lacks any instruction to the
consumer on disposal.
It is noted that most of the packaging for vitamins are in bottles mainly made from HDPE and clear
PET as pictured with closures and caps being a Polyolefin (HDPE or PP).
Although these bottles and containers can be collected kerbside and are a valuable resource for
end markets, the design would likely hamper their ability to be recovered for further recycling. The
labels and sleeves on most of the packaging in this category are large and oversized covering most
of the pack.
Other considerations would need to include colours; in this category marketing and pack design
are key, the more attractive the packaging means the more likely the consumer will buy, but some
coloured HDPE and PET bottles can contain a pigment that interferes with detection at sorting
facilities so these should be avoided where possible.

Recommendations would be to consider label size and how much surface area is clear for detection. Colours and inks; could they hamper sorting if too dark.
Avoid metallised and metallic labels. Where possible provide instruction to the consumer on disposal. This could be through the OPRL scheme (On pack
recycling label) https://www.oprl.org.uk/
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Case Study 6: Antiseptic wound cleaners

Antiseptic wash in a natural HDPE bottle with pump spray and peel and reveal label on back. Can be placed for recycling. The pump spray contains a metal spring which is not
recommend. Guidelines advise that glass components, metal springs and ball bearings are not suitable for recycling and mono materials pumps and sprays should be used
where possible. The label could be reduced in size to increase sorting and ideally the pump spray should be removed from the bottle before disposal to ensure maximum
recovery.

Recommendation: use mono material for pumps and trigger sprays that are polyolefin, keep label size to recommended guidelines and provide on pack
instruction to the consumer for disposal.

Within the medical sector there are many creams and ointments that come in flexible tubes.
These flexible tubes are not currently collected as part the kerbside. These are generally
composite packaging which is made up of multi materials to include a flexible tube, rigid cap,
and an aluminium/foil lining inside the tube. These tubes are often the choice for creams and
ointments due to their barrier properties against moisture and oxygen and making them easy
to dispense whilst keeping the contents sterile.
RECOUP©
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Recyclability Guidelines
RECOUP have compiled 3 versions of Recyclability by Design guidelines. The aim of the guidelines are to provide information to packaging designers to improve the recyclability
of their packaging considering polymers, colours, closures, sleeves, and labels. The guidelines contain up to date polymer tables that can be referred to for recommendations
when designing packaging. The tables cover material guidelines for PET, HDPE, PP, PS and new for 2021 are film guidelines.
General guidelines apply to all plastic materials used for packaging. These material specific guidelines complement the general guidelines and should be used in conjunction
with them where appropriate.
The compatibility matrices contained in the material specific guidelines are divided into three columns, namely:

•

COMPATIBLE for recycling in most applications

•

MAY BE SUITABLE for recycling for some applications

•

NOT SUITABLE for recycling

Any recommendations will be considered, and any suggested formats will be tested for recyclability.
The guidelines can be downloaded from the RECOUP website at https://www.recoup.org/p/130/recyclability-by-design
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Summary and Next Steps
From looking at the packaging in this sector in more detail, it would be fair to say that recyclability is challenged due to the complexities of regulations of use on labelling, along
with the use of multi-materials. Although these need to be considered when it comes to design and use of packaging there is still opportunity to capture some material that
could go through the recycling process.
Disposal is key and an important message with this type of composite packaging is to relay the message that all packaging should be separated before disposal.
In addition, ensure that instruction to the consumer concerning disposal is included.
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End Markets
Awareness of value and versatility of used plastics packaging needs to be developed further. Whether it be post-consumer or post-industrial, the opportunity to recycle
valuable resources into new products and applications is expanding and should be recognised.
For something to be recycled there needs to be an end product produced. This means that it needs to pass each stage of the recycling process. There are five stages in the
process:

Disposal

Collection

Sorting
Primary & plastic sorting

Reprocessing

End markets/manufacturing
Many of the products found in this sector can be recycled with Polyethene and Polypropylene being the primary polymer of choice. These materials have a value and can go
on to be recycled into new products. If designers can give thought to the guidelines and ensure they clearly inform the consumer on the packaging this would see an increase
of some packaging from this sector being recycled.
There are a wide range of products now produced which contain recycled plastics, including: non-food applications such as in construction (e.g., pipes and building site
screens); garden furniture; pens and kitchen utensils; paint pots; and, using polymer yarn and fibres to produce clothing such as t-shirts and fleeces.
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Recycled Content and Plastic Tax in medical packaging
Regulation requirements for medical packaging can make including recycled plastic content challenging. The government has not received any evidence indicating that recycled
plastic is currently approved to be used in this type of packaging.
Where a packaging format or material is not easily recycled but may be the only option available to the producer, this must be considered when modulating fees. Exemption
from the plastic tax applies to human medicine-contact plastic packaging - e.g., blister packs.
For each medicine, the licensing process involves extensive stability testing to ensure the safety and effectiveness of the packaged medicine during its shelf life, especially
for packaging in immediate contact with the medicine. These testing requirements mean there are greater barriers to including recycled plastic, which go beyond sourcing
concerns, than other applications such as food contact packaging. So, if the packaging needed to be redesigned the whole medicine would need to be re-licenced.
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RECycling of Used Plastics Limited (RECOUP)
1 Metro Centre, Welbeck Way, Woodston, Peterborough, UK, PE2 7UH
Registered Charity No: 1072029 & Company Registration No: 02435729
t: +44 (0)1733 390021 e: enquirys@recoup.org
w: www.recoup.org
@Recoup_UK
@pledge2recycle

All information contained in this report is the subject of copyright.
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