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Easter egg packaging
In 2007, a study was carried out of packaging use by a broad range of Easter egg manufacturers.  Broadly speaking, the study backed up what was already empirically obvious to consumers: that Easter eggs constitute some of the worst examples of over-packaged products in our shops.

In the worst case, one egg took up just 9% of the volume of the total package, while most of the eggs used three different kinds of packaging material and lacked clear guidance on recyclability.  Some good practice was evident, notably by Sainsbury’s, whose own-brand egg used a minimal foil wrapper as packaging.  Overall, however, it was clear that most producers viewed excessive packaging as a necessary weapon in their battle for dominance on the supermarket shelf.

Supermarkets and producers are increasingly aware of the growing case for reducing excess packaging.  Over 90% of the UK grocery market has signed up to the DEFRA-brokered Courtauld Commitment, which aims to design out packaging waste growth by this year and to deliver absolute reductions in packaging waste by 2010.  National campaigns against excessive packaging have been run by the Independent, Daily Mail and Women’s Institute.  Companies like Lush cosmetics have seen the economic sense in cutting back on packaging.
So with packaging reduction firmly on their radar, how have the Easter egg manufacturers responded?  Following on from the project carried out in 2007, a repeat study has been carried out to see whether this year’s range of eggs take a greener approach to packaging, or whether the marketing considerations that previously held sway remain undiminished.
Easter eggs
This study makes ten comparisons with eggs measured in 2007.  The eggs measured represent both own brands and major manufacturers’ products.  The dimensions and weights of eggs and packages have been measured, packaging material examined and the environmental information given on packaging recorded.

The aim of the research has been to make comparisons with the measurements taken in 2007 to see if packaging improved, worsened or showed no change.

Summary of findings

Direct Comparisons:

	Easter egg
	Change in packaging 2007-2008

	Mars
	No significant change in the dimensions, weight or packaging materials used.  Cardboard packaging is now made from 100% recycled material.

	Green & Black’s
	No change from 2007 packaging

	Lindt
	No change from 2007 packaging

	Cadbury Dairy Milk
	No significant change in the dimensions, weight or packaging materials used.  The box carries an embellished recycling logo and states ‘please recycle’.

	Sainsbury
	2007 packaging used only foil wrapping and a plastic base.  This year, a modest plastic box is used, with no foil or card, and detailed recycling information is provided

	Marks & Spencer
	A new triangular box shape reduces the amount of card used.  Foil is no longer used, and extra chocolates are housed inside egg to save space.  As before, card used is from Forestry Stewardship Council sources, though box now states ‘currently non-recyclable’.

	Terry’s
	No significant change in the dimensions, weight or packaging materials used.  Box now contains clear and detailed recycling instructions.  Cardboard packaging is made from 84% recycled material, plastic from post-consumer recyclate.

	Nestle
	Packaging size increased, with a significant amount of space housing a minimal ‘gift certificate’ (which itself contains no information other than instructions on claiming a gift, which are repeated on the outer packaging).  Cardboard packaging is made from 75% recycled material, box states ‘recycle’.

	Thorntons
	No significant change from 2007 packaging, though an outer layer of cellophane wrapping is no longer used.

	House of Commons
	No change from 2007 packaging


Notes on results above:
· In compiling the results, a substantial array of Easter eggs was available to choose from.  The eggs measured represent medium-range products, though an extensive range of larger and smaller eggs were observed.

· The eggs used above are the closest direct equivalent to those measured in 2007.  In some cases, direct equivalents were no longer available.  For example, Sainsbury’s egg, which was praised in 2007, was available only in a larger size, while the egg measured this year used different packaging to house an equivalent-sized egg. 

Round-up of results:
· Last year’s report praised Sainsbury’s Easter egg for using only a single sheet of foil and small plastic stand as packaging.  On this year’s egg the packaging has been increased in quantity, taking the form of a clear plastic box around the egg.  Despite this, the packaging is still more efficient than the other eggs measured, with the highest percentage of the total packaging volume taken up by the egg.

· Some improvements have been noted in the Marks & Spencer egg, which has been altered from a cuboid last year to a triangular design, reducing the amount of cardboard used.  Packaging has also been reduced by eliminating foil wrapping from the egg, as well as by packing the additional chocolates inside the egg rather than separately in the box.
· Last year’s worst offender was the Lindt egg, which took up just 9% of the total packaging volume.  The packaging design has not changed from 2007 to 2008, so once again this product comes out as the worst example of packaging in the survey.
· Another bad example of packaging comes from Nestle, who have increased the size of their packaging since 2007 to house a small gift certificate, which itself only contains information repeated on the outer packaging.  As a result of this increase, the volume of egg to packaging is just 9%, the same as the Lindt egg.
· No significant change in packaging has been noted by several of the egg producers, including the major chocolate manufacturers Cadbury and Mars.  These products are similar sizes to 2007 and again combine foil, plastic and card packaging.
· Much of the egg packaging has shown an improvement in the information on recyclability shown on the box, as well as the recycled material used in the packaging.  The Terry’s egg in particular uses one side panel of the box to set out clear and detailed recycling instructions.  The Sainsbury’s egg also contains clear recycling information, while the M&S egg disappointingly states ‘currently non-recyclable’.

· Easter 2008 saw the launch by Cadbury of ‘eco-eggs’.  The eggs use only foil wrapping and contain additional sweets inside the eggs.  Cadbury’s claim the eggs represent a reduction of over 75% plastic and 65% cardboard than was previously used.  The step of introducing eco-eggs should be praised, but one note of caution that should be sounded is that none of the stores used to purchase the eggs for this study stocked eco-eggs.
Conclusion
From 2007 to 2008, there has not been a discernible shift by producers to significantly reduce the amount of packaging on Easter eggs.
Some acknowledgement has taken place of the fact that Easter eggs are among the worst excess packaging offenders, but this has done little to buck the overall trend of small eggs being housed inside big, attention-grabbing boxes.

Other than the eggs made by M&S, Sainsbury’s and Thorntons, all eggs took up between 9% and 17% of the volume of their packaging.  A number of the packages had clearly not been altered at all since last Easter.  
Where some steps do appear to have been taken is on recycling information on packaging.  More of the packaging comes from recycled sources, and more information is provided on the recyclability of packaging.  Where previously logos alone were used, there are now more cases in which text accompanies these, e.g. ‘most councils will collect this for recycling’.

____________
Last month, the Prime Minister warned UK supermarkets to cut down on the number of plastic bags they give out or face centrally-imposed charges.  Writing in the Daily Mail, he said: “our aim as a country must be to eliminate the single-use plastic bag altogether.”
  While there is no doubt that supermarkets should cut the number of plastic bags they give out and encourage their customers to recycle bags, by targeting plastic bags over packaging, Gordon Brown has gone for the soft option.  

Plastic bags are a highly visible symbol of waste, but packaging accounts for ten times as much waste in UK landfill than bags.  It is on packaging, not plastic bags, that the Prime Minister should be focusing his attention.  
In the same Daily Mail article, Brown said he wants to “build on the voluntary agreement we came to with large retailers to reduce the environmental impact of their bags by 25 per cent.”  This agreement is one of the measures included in DEFRA’s Waste Strategy for England, published in May last year.
Another voluntary initiative being pursued by Government, which Mr Brown might do better to build on, is the Courtauld Commitment on packaging reduction.  Courtauld is an agreement by the UK grocery sector to design out packaging waste growth by 2008 and deliver absolute reductions in packaging waste by 2010.  
However, with doubts over how packaging reduction will be measured and a protocol for reporting progress on Courtauld only agreed in late 2007, it is likely that its success will be limited.  Stronger action, in the form of binding targets, is needed to achieve significant reductions in excess packaging.  If Gordon Brown is willing to use a firm hand on plastic bags, there seems no logical reason why he should not do the same to tackle the more serious problem of over-packaging.

As well as binding targets, we need stronger regulations to help Trading Standards officers, who work diligently across the country to prevent over-packaging, but are hindered by regulations weighted heavily in favour of producers.  The fact remains that there have been just 4 prosecutions for excess packaging since regulations were introduced in 1998
.

Packaging disposal is one of the great frustrations of modern consumers, which is why more responsibility must be placed on supermarkets to dispose of unwanted packaging material.  By providing waste points in-store, consumers could deposit unwanted packaging before leaving, making it the responsibility of supermarkets to get rid of packaging that is both unnecessary and unwanted.

Gordon Brown’s comments on plastic bags make it clear that he is already moving beyond what was in the Government’s Waste Strategy.  That is good news for those of us that saw the document as timid and short-sighted.  He now needs to show that he is serious about cutting excess packaging, not just bagging headlines.

Appendix: Research Tables
Weight measurements of Easter eggs
	Brand of Easter egg
	Weight of total product (g)
	Weight of total packaging (g)
	Weight of card packaging (g)
	Weight of plastic packaging (g)
	Weight of chocolate egg (g)
	Weight of other contents (g)

	Snickers
	351
	97
	64
	33
	124
	131

	Green & Black
	311
	113
	75
	38
	150
	48

	Lindt
	348
	107
	61
	47
	134
	106

	Cadbury Dairy Milk
	292
	68
	43
	26
	126
	98

	Sainsburys
	125
	22
	0
	22
	103
	0

	M&S
	379
	63
	37
	26
	205
	111

	Terry's
	287
	85
	52
	33
	123
	78

	Nestle
	314
	135
	87
	49
	126
	54

	Thorntons
	524
	119
	69
	50
	405
	0

	House of Commons
	450
	17
	17
	N/A
	269
	164

	Average
	338.10
	82.60
	50.50
	32.40
	176.50
	79.00


Dimensions of Easter eggs
	Brand of Easter egg
	Height of packaging (mm)
	Width of packaging (mm)
	Depth of packaging (mm)
	Height of chocolate egg (mm)
	Width of chocolate egg (mm)
	Circumference of chocolate egg (mm)

	Snickers
	214
	182
	94
	136
	90
	287

	Green & Black
	209
	155
	110
	138
	98
	301

	Lindt
	302
	165
	96
	125
	85
	271

	Cadbury Dairy Milk
	215
	252
	109
	156
	101
	329

	Sainsburys
	120
	85
	76
	156
	78
	262

	M&S
	246
	175
	100
	148
	103
	323

	Terry's
	215
	185
	96
	127
	80
	292

	Nestle
	276
	186
	106
	129
	83
	293

	Thorntons
	216
	170
	129
	180
	114
	365

	House of Commons
	N/A
	N/A
	N/A
	175
	110
	370

	Average
	223.67
	172.78
	101.78
	147.00
	94.20
	309.30


Appendix: Research Tables (cont.)
Volume and relative measurements of Easter eggs
	Brand of Easter egg
	Volume of packaging (ml)
	Volume of chocolate egg (ml)
	% weight of egg to total weight
	% of volume of egg to packaging

	Snickers
	3661
	600
	35
	16%

	Green & Black
	3563
	600
	48
	17%

	Lindt
	4784
	500
	39
	9%

	Cadbury Dairy Milk
	3879
	520
	34
	13%

	Sainsburys
	775
	450
	82
	58%

	M&S
	2152
	750
	54
	35%

	Terry's
	3818
	500
	43
	13%

	Nestle
	5442
	500
	40
	9%

	Thorntons
	4737
	1140
	77
	24%

	House of Commons
	N/A
	950
	60
	N/A

	Average
	3645.67
	679.00
	51.20
	19.50


Descriptive & environmental information

	Brand of Easter egg
	Price of product (£)*
	Description of packaging
	Environmental information on packaging

	Snickers
	99p
	Card box, plastic tray and foil wrapper
	Made from 100% recycled cardboard, carries recycling logo

	Green & Black
	£5
	Card box, plastic tray and foil wrapper
	Made from recycled cardboard, both card and plastic are recyclable, no recycling logo but states 'please recycle'

	Lindt
	£4.99
	Card box, plastic tray and foil wrapper
	No information on recycled packaging, carries recycling logo

	Cadbury Dairy Milk
	£1.99
	Card box, plastic tray and foil wrapper
	No information on recycled packaging, carries recycling logo and states 'please recycle this box'

	Sainsburys
	£1.99
	Clear plastic box
	Marked as PET, carries recycling logo and states 'most councils will collect this for recycling'

	M&S
	£3.99
	Card box (triangular shape which uses less card), plastic tray
	States 'currently non-recyclable' on box

	Terry's
	99p
	Card box, plastic tray, foil wrapper, 2x Chocolate Orange bars
	Clear & detailed recycling instructions, card made from 84% recycled material, plastic made from post-consumer recyclate

	Nestle
	£4.99
	Card box, plastic tray, foil wrapper, 1x Kit Kat, 1x gift certificate
	Card made from 75% recycled material, marked 'recycle'

	Thorntons
	£5.99
	Card box, plastic tray
	No info

	House of Commons
	£10.50
	Egg in plastic wrapper on card base, chocolates in plastic packet
	No info


*These are the prices paid for eggs though not necessarily the RRP of the eggs.  Eggs were paid for personally by Jo Swinson MP.
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