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1. Welcome and Introductions
The Chair opened the meeting by emphasising the importance of convening key stakeholders to discuss developments in plastics, chemical recycling, and circular economy policy. The Chair noted that insights from this group should feed into discussions with Defra and other relevant government bodies.
All attendees introduced themselves to the group. Apologies were received from Anna Turley, who was unable to attend but expressed interest in a follow‑up conversation.
2. Summary of Challenge from the University of Birmingham
Professor Andrew Dove opened the session by outlining the scientific and technological challenges associated with plastics circularity. He highlighted the need for input from industry, academia, and policy to identify barriers and shape the path forward for society-wide benefit.
3. Industry Perspectives: Key Challenges and Opportunities
3.1 Mura and Plastic Energy (Chemical Recyclers)
Geoff Brighty noted the 2024 Birmingham Plastics Network policy commission, which identified that chemical recycling offers potential solutions for plastics circularity, particularly for problematic flexibles. However, scaling requires:
· Policy certainty and clear signals from the Circular Economy Taskforce
· Addressing high energy costs
· Ensuring a reliable high‑quality feedstock supply
· Creating valuable end markets to ensure project viability
· Access to grant support (even a few million is transformative for early projects)
· Ensuring regulatory alignment to de-risk projects
Lara Steinhobel stressed that policy uncertainty is the primary deterrent to investment. Europe currently offers a more favourable environment. The UK needs:
· Clear, aligned, regulatory frameworks such as PPWR and mass balance
· Secure feedstock supply (a key investor concern)
· Harmonised EPR schemes
Laurence Turner MP clarified the investment cost of key stages with the presenters:
· New plant project development: £10–15m
· Capital build expenditure: £200–250m
· Plants typically create 50–60 skilled permanent jobs, plus several hundred construction roles
3.2 RECOUP – Opportunities for the UK
Key messages from RECOUP:
· The UK places 2 million tonnes of plastic packaging on the market annually.
· Only 1 million tonnes are collected; 50% of that is recycled in the UK, 50% exported.
· PET and HDPE are recycled very effectively, but films and flexibles remain a major gap, with only 16% of local authorities currently collecting them.
· From 2027, with the introduction of Simpler Recycling, there will be an additional 120–130k tonnes of material entering the waste system.
· Chemical recycling could help relieve the burden on mechanical recycling infrastructure, which cannot process this amount and variation of waste. This will also avoid increased exports and ensure material remains in the UK.
Financial implications for local authorities were noted—while collection is feasible, end markets are currently lacking, creating a disposal cost risk.
3.3 British Plastics Federation – Why the UK?
Key messages from BPF:
· Chemical recycling is crucial for waste that is unsuitable for mechanical recycling (e.g., multilayer materials).
· Chemically recycled outputs can be used for direct food-contact materials—currently not possible with mechanically recycled polyolefins in the UK.
· Chemical recycling could help reduce CO₂ emissions compared to virgin polymer.
· UK investment would reduce export dependency and associated criminal activity driven by the failing PRN system.
· Chemical recycling also supports specialist sectors such as medical products, where mechanical recycled content cannot be used.

4. Discussion
Policy Barriers and Constraints
· PFI agreements restrict local authorities from changing collection systems; incentives or transition support may be needed.
· ETS impacts are emerging: material burned by local authorities will fall under ETS, while chemical recycling already sits under ETS as it generates chemicals; chemical recycling plants will be at risk of being affected twice.
· Current UK recycling capacity is shrinking, despite demand, but Simpler Recycling will not allow for material collected at kerbside to be disposed of through landfill or incineration. 
· Expected flexible waste from kerbside collections are estimated at 150–200k tonnes. There are very few mechanical recycling plants in the UK that can handle this. 
· Without reform, the capacity gap could drive an increase in waste crime.
The Chair requested a briefing on this topic for the DESNZ backbench scrutiny group. The Chair noted that there are many EfW plants nearing their end of life and there could be a strategic opportunity for considering the next steps for these sites. The Chair also requested support with modelling options for EfW plants nearing their end of life.
Energy Costs
Energy prices remain a major operational challenge for recyclers. Chemical recycling requires high‑temperature cracking, partially offset by recovering process gas, but electricity costs remain a significant barrier.
Vulnerabilities exposed by recent global events were discussed. Domestic chemical recycling capacity strengthens UK supply chain resilience for packaging and non-packaging plastics and supports SAF (Sustainable Aviation Fuel) production (plastic to fuel = recovery, not recycling).
It was noted that there are narrowing cost differences between virgin and recycled materials due to oil price fluctuations, though costs are very changeable.
The Chair requested a breakdown of energy use of different technologies to be shared.
Policy and Investment Opportunities 
· Chemical recycling will continue to be a niche provider of hydrocarbons. It provides mandated recycled content, a mandate which should create better incentives to recycle material in the UK. 
· EU requires 10% recycled content (mandatory); UK’s 30% remains optional unless selling into the EU. Considerable thought should go into alignment with EU/UK regulation, given the extensive crossover in supply chain. 
· UK has an opportunity for first‑mover advantage through HE sector innovation and there are opportunities to create IP. 
· Advancing technology to make recycled plastics cheaper than virgin, and drive the market for recycled content, is essential. 40-50% of packaging on the market is currently imported material, where there is little scrutiny on declaration of recycled content, but this material could be coming from the UK with the right investment in infrastructure. 
· PPT revenue (£260m) currently goes to the Treasury; hypothecation for recycling infrastructure could be transformative.
5. Actions and Next Steps
· Develop and distribute a briefing on this topic (particularly noting ETS implications for chemical recyclers) for wider dissemination, including to DESNZ group.
· Investigate modelling options for EfW sites nearing end-of-life. 
· Share energy‑use diagram for varying chemical recycling technologies.

