GUIDE TO WHAT CAN BE RECYCLED, COMPOSTED OR DISPOSED OF AS GENERAL WASTE
If you have reached this article, it is because you are aware that packaging is present in every aspect of our daily lives.
It protects our food, keeps products safe during transport and carries the information we need to make purchasing decisions. However, it also generates a great deal of pollution. Once packaging has served its purpose, it often becomes a source of confusion. Millions of tonnes of packaging waste are generated across Europe every year, and a large proportion still ends up in landfill or polluting the environment. The problem is not only the amount of waste, but also the uncertainty many people face when deciding what should go in the recycling bin, what can be composted and what should be disposed of as general waste. This article looks at the current packaging landscape and offers practical guidance on how to dispose of it responsibly.

THE CURRENT PACKAGING LANDSCAPE
· Plastics remain the most widely used packaging material because of their durability and ability to preserve food effectively. However, plastic recycling rates remain disappointingly low. Some types, such as PET bottles or HDPE containers, can be recycled efficiently, but others, such as multilayer films and complex plastics, are often not recyclable. As a result, a significant amount of plastic waste ends up in the non-recyclable waste stream.
· Paper and cardboard present a more straightforward process. Clean, dry paper and cardboard packaging is generally easy to recycle and is accepted by most household separate collection systems. The problem arises with packaging that is heavily contaminated with food residue, such as greasy pizza boxes or plastic-lined coffee cups. These materials generally cannot be processed at paper recycling facilities and must therefore be disposed of as general waste.
· Glass packaging, whether bottles or jars, is among the most recyclable materials available. Glass can be melted down and remade time and again without losing quality. However, many recycling systems require coloured glass to be separated from clear glass, so consumers are asked to place them in different containers.
· Metals, including aluminium, steel and tinplate, are another highly valuable resource within the recycling chain. Metal packaging, such as drinks cans, food tins and even aluminium foil, can be recycled indefinitely. The key is to ensure that this packaging is free from food residue, as contamination reduces the efficiency of the recycling process.
· Compostable and biodegradable packaging is appearing on the market with increasing frequency as a more sustainable alternative, although it is also the subject of considerable misunderstanding. Certified compostable packaging is designed to break down under industrial composting conditions. This means it should be placed in the organic waste or biowaste bin, provided that this collection system is available locally. Importantly, compostable materials should never be mixed with conventional plastics in the recycling stream, as they contaminate the process. In places where composting facilities are not available, compostable packaging unfortunately has to be treated as non-recyclable waste.
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GUIDE TO PROPER WASTE MANAGEMENT
For recyclable materials, proper preparation is essential. Packaging should be rinsed to remove food residue, which helps maintain the quality of recycling streams. Cardboard boxes should be flattened to save space and make transport easier. When packaging is made from different materials — for example, a cardboard tray with a plastic cover — it is best to separate each component so that it can be recycled correctly.
For compostable materials, certifications such as the EN 13432 standard in Europe ensure that packaging meets the requirements for composting. Consumers should look for these labels and place this waste in the organic waste or biowaste bin where this service is available in their municipality. If there are no composting facilities locally, the correct option is to dispose of it with general waste, never in the plastic packaging recycling bin.
The general waste stream, meanwhile, is intended for packaging that cannot, in practice, be recycled or composted. This includes multilayer plastics, plastic-coated papers and packaging that is heavily soiled or contains substantial food residue. Placing these materials in the residual waste bin is not the ideal solution, but it is preferable to contaminating recycling streams and causing large quantities of recyclable materials to become unusable.
 
WHY CONSUMER CHOICES STILL MATTER
Although individual actions matter, placing all the responsibility on consumers ignores a deeper reality: the main responsibility lies with companies and producers. Companies are the ones that design packaging, select materials and profit from products that generate waste. Expecting households alone to solve the problem through correct waste separation and disposal shifts responsibility away from those with the power to drive structural change. Real progress requires companies to reduce pollution at source by investing in recyclable, reusable and low-environmental-impact packaging. Only when corporate responsibility goes hand in hand with consumer commitment will it be possible to achieve a significant reduction in packaging waste.
Even so, as responsible citizens, we must do our part. Although, apparently, Taylor Swift does not. Small everyday actions relating to the correct management of packaging have an enormous cumulative effect. Rinsing a yoghurt pot may seem insignificant, but multiplied across millions of households, it makes recycling systems far more efficient. Governments and companies must then take responsibility too. Checking whether packaging is compostable or recyclable prevents contamination between waste streams, saves resources and energy in the long term, and helps steer production towards more sustainable models. Consumers are not merely the end users of packaging; they also play an active role, although they do not lead the process, in building a circular economy. Understanding and applying sound waste-management practices, while remaining aware of the role each of us occupies within the chain, helps close the loop and drives change at higher levels of decision-making.

IF WE DO NOT DO IT, WHO WILL?
Packaging reflects both the conveniences and the complexities of the modern economy and modern life. It is a genuine battleground. As Europe moves towards increasingly ambitious circular-economy and waste-reduction targets, and companies seek to minimise costs and maximise profits, consumers play an essential role in ensuring that every piece of packaging ends up in the right place and in setting the ethical direction of this process. If we do not do it, who will?
Knowing what should be recycled, what can be composted and what should be disposed of as general waste is not only a matter of individual responsibility, but also a collective step towards a more sustainable model. With clearer information and more conscious decisions, we can all contribute to a cleaner environment and a healthier future.
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