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SUSTAINABILITY

Words by Dr Alexandria Gain 
and Dr Janet McColl-Kennedy

A
n astounding 29 million metric 

tonnes of plastic is expected 

to end up in the ocean each 

year by 2040.1 As concerns over 

plastic pollution rise, sustainable 

packaging offers a compelling 

solution. Businesses can significantly 

reduce their environmental footprint 

by embracing packaging made from 

recyclable, compostable, or renewable 

resources and by leveraging 

innovative design processes to 

optimise packaging efficiency.2

Sustainable packaging is not only 

good for the planet; businesses can 

benefit by being more attractive to 

consumers who are now paying more 

attention to the sustainability of the 

food and beverages they consume.3 

Leveraging sustainable packaging is 

especially relevant to businesses in the 

food and beverage sector, irrespective 

of whether they are small, medium or 

large.   

Understanding the key sustainable 

packaging trends and opportunities 

in the Australian food and beverage 

ecosystem is critical to equipping 

businesses to respond appropriately 

and plan ahead. This will support the 

transition to a circular packaging 

economy. 

Australia’s Food and Beverage 

Accelerator (FaBA) is committed 

to driving growth and innovation 

in Australia’s food and beverage 

sector by co-creating solutions to 

address complex industry challenges 

and thereby enabling commercial 

success. FaBA researchers recently 

undertook a systematic review 

of the latest market, industry and 

government publications (2019-

2024)4 to serve as a comprehensive 

guide for stakeholders to make 

informed decisions regarding 

sustainable packaging solutions. 

The comprehensive review included 

publications released by food and 

beverage and packaging peak bodies, 

leading management consultancy 

firms, market research agencies, 

government and non-governmental 

agencies, and food and beverage 

and packaging industry news. 

Drawing on machine learning 

and natural language processing 

(NLP) techniques to analyse the 

publications, researchers uncovered 

12 key sustainable packaging trends, 

along with their associated challenges 

and opportunities. The trends were 

grouped into four key priority areas.

Four priority areas and 
corresponding twelve  
key trends

1. Governing waste for sustainable 

packaging development

• Trend 1: Regulating packaging waste 

focuses on regulatory actions, bans 

on problematic plastics, and extended 

producer responsibility schemes to 

manage waste effectively

• Trend 2: Committing to end 

plastic pollution highlights global 

partnerships, commitments, and 

agreements aimed at reducing plastic 

pollution

• Trend 3: Facilitating systemwide 

packaging transformation emphasises 

industry leadership, coordinated 

action, and a shared vision to drive 

sustainable packaging transitions

• Trend 4: Capturing economic value 

from circularity explores strategies to 

close the loop on waste and capture 

economic value from recovery.

2. Designing packaging for circularity

Trend 5: Designing for recycling 

encourages the use of recyclable 

packaging and the development of 

recycling programs and services

Trend 6: Designing for composting 

promotes the adoption of compostable 

packaging and the establishment of 

composting standards

Trend 7: Designing for reusing 

advocates refillable and returnable 

packaging and systemic reuse 

initiatives.

3. Leveraging packaging design  

for sustainable food life cycles

Trend 8: Packaging to reduce food 

waste focuses on product protection, 

innovative packaging solutions 

that extend shelf life, and offering 

convenience and labelling to aid 

consumer food waste reduction.

Trend 9: Packaging to reduce 

emissions recognises the role of 

packaging in reducing greenhouse 

gas emissions across the food  

value chain.

Trend 10: Packaging to support 

conscious consumption emphasises 

packaging that facilitates informed 

decision-making and enables 

sustainable consumption behaviours.

Sustainable packaging 
trends, priorities and 
recommendations 
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4. Innovating technologies for 

sustainable packaging development

Trend 11: Advancing next-gen recovery 

concentrates on the development of 

advanced recycling technologies and 

providing feedstocks for new plastics.

Trend 12: Advancing bio-based 

packaging solutions focuses on 

leveraging research and adoption 

of packaging materials derived 

from renewable resources, including 

biodegradable bioplastics.

The report provides specific 

recommendations for the food and 

beverage sector.  

• Recommendation 1: Establish 

collaborative partnerships to 

build capacity to underscore the 

importance of fostering multi-

stakeholder partnerships to 

enhance innovation, identify joint 

solutions, and address disparities in 

knowledge and resources among 

stakeholders in the food packaging 

ecosystem. This recommendation 

encourages collaborative efforts 

between academia, businesses, and 

government to drive sustainable 

packaging transitions. Involving 

key industry players across 

the life cycle, such as food and 

beverage manufacturers, plastics 

manufacturers, supermarkets, and 

waste remediation services, can help 

to ensure that circular packaging 

solutions are practical, scalable, and 

address challenges like recyclability, 

infrastructure limitations, and high 

costs for smaller businesses.

• Recommendation 2: Embrace an 

ecosystem mindset to facilitate 

collective action to emphasise the 

need for collective action and system-

wide change towards circularity. 

By recognising the importance 

of governance and facilitation, 

stakeholders can work together to 

achieve shared goals and overcome 

barriers to sustainable packaging 

adoption. Establishing regulatory 

frameworks and encouraging 

stakeholder participation across the 

packaging value chain can help align 

roles, goals, and incentives, building 

a more coordinated transition to 

circularity.

• Recommendation 3: Leverage data 

analytics and digital technologies 

to develop and improve solutions 

to highlight the potential of data and 

digital technologies in creating and 

enhancing sustainable packaging 

solutions. This recommendation 

encourages the use of data analytics 

and digital technologies to inform 

decision-making, optimise packaging 

designs, and improve recycling and 

recovery processes. For example, 

technologies such as artificial 

intelligence (AI) and blockchain can 

enhance tracking, authentication, 

and waste management, while smart 

sensors and intelligent robotics can 

help close the loop on waste and 

pollution.

• Recommendation 4: Invest in 

R&D to boost ‘win-win’ sustainable 

packaging innovation to stress 

the importance of research and 

development in driving the emergence 

of novel packaging solutions that 

address multiple sustainability goals 

and trade-offs. Innovative approaches 

such as product concentrates in 

powder and tablet forms help reduce 

packaging waste, emissions, and food 

waste, while new materials derived 

from food by-products, develop 

packaging from resources that would 

otherwise go to waste.

• Recommendation 5: Accelerate 

efforts to scale up sustainable 

packaging solutions to emphasise the 

need for agility, willingness to learn, 

and reimagining business models 

to scale new technologies across 

sectors, regions, and stakeholders. This 

includes addressing key barriers to 

adoption, such as costs, infrastructure, 

and enhancing versatility, and 

investing in scalable solutions, such 

as compostable packaging, next-

generation recycling technologies, and 

bio-degradable bioplastics to achieve a 

circular packaging economy.

In conclusion, the report offers 

a comprehensive overview of 

sustainable packaging trends, priorities 

and actionable recommendations. 

By focusing on the four priority 

areas and implementing the five 

recommendations, the Australian 

food and beverage sector can 

make significant strides in achieving 

sustainable packaging development 

and contributing to the broader 

transition to a circular economy.

This article is based on the newly 

released report: Gain, Alexandria, 

M., Janet R. McColl-Kennedy, Edgar 

Brea and Macarena Tabilo (2025). 

Sustainable Packaging Trends Report: 

Opportunities to support the transition 

to a circular packaging economy in 

the Australian food and beverage 

ecosystem.4
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