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Paper Packaging Canada Gets 
Proactive In The Corrugated vs. 
Plastics 'Showdown'
by Jerry Scott Mills

Capping a 40-year career with Canadian and international 
board converting companies (MBI, Smurfit), in mid 2011 
David Andrews joined Paper Packaging Canada as 
executive director. His experience brings new marketing 
perspectives to the association and its mission to enhance 
overall competitiveness of the Canadian corrugated 
packaging industry. For converters on both sides of the 
border, it's a timely endeavor that mirrors efforts of the 
Fiber Box Association (FBA) in the USA.

“Corrugated conveys a 'down home on the farm persona' 
that resonates with retail customers,” says David Andrews, 

Executive Director, Paper Packaging Canada.

In his new role, a major initiative for Andrews has been to 
address a continent-wide thrust from the plastics industry 
promoting its reusable plastic containers (aka RPC's or 
'retrippers') as alternatives to corrugated master shippers, 
the traditional and dominant produce-container choice. 
Acknowledging that strong competitive proaction from the 
paper industry is timely, Andrews outlined for BCN the 
significant challenge from plastic shipper interests that's 
facing not only member companies of Paper Packaging 
Canada but board converters everywhere.

“Paper Packaging Canada is striving to help converters 
and corrugated customers become more fully aware of the 
'big picture'. To that end, a concerted, commonly-shared 
industry focus will bring leverage to bear on all aspects of 
the marketplace, leading to better-informed buying 
decisions when considering packaging and shipping 
containers.

 
“We’re trying hard to assist our members to advocate 
factually on behalf of corrugated paperboard”, states David 
Andrews. “For the retailers, on behalf of their produce 
suppliers we’re providing marketing support and fact-
based comparisons of corrugated shipper attributes versus 
plastic retrippers. From grower to retailer to consumer, 
we’re working to impart the advantages of corrugated 
packaging among all levels of decision making”.

The fact-based process began with the procurement of an 
independent study titled Comparison of Corrugated 
Containers and Reusable Plastic Containers authored by 
Rick Finlay of Sustainable Path Inc. “The comprehensive 
report focuses on issues which previously had not been 
fully appreciated,” notes Andrews.

The market information program launched during 2011 by 
Paper Packaging Canada involves grass-root-level 
discussions with produce growers. Those discussions 
augment a new advertising and trade relations program 
which promotes the positives of corrugated to both 
growers and retailers.

The plastics industry marketing rationale for 
retrippers
As can best be determined, a perceived environmental 
benefit is one reason given for switching to plastic 
shippers. Another is a business case based on anticipated 
packaging and handling cost-reductions for both retailer 
and grower.

According to Andrews, however, both sets of arguments 
from retripper advocates do not hold up under close 
scrutiny. “Their proclaimed environmental benefits are 
unsupportable and the contention that growers will enjoy 
financial advantages from the plastic container alternative 
appears specious.”

Use of retail corrugated shippers:This design creates visual 
impact and appetite appeal.



In summer 2011, while examining the economics of 
plastic retrippers for Paper Packaging Canada's counter-
initiative, it was determined that produce growers and 
packers could be faced with additional costs in the areas 
of filling, shipping, storage and retripper turnaround 
which includes RPC wash-up, a process described by 
Andrews as “the biggest unknown in the mix.”  

Hygienic cleaning is critical; but cleaning stations for 
returned RPC's are limited to four in North America: 
Atlanta, Georgia; San Antonio, Texas; Rancho 
Cucamonga, California; and Chicago, Illinois. The cost 
per unit for washing, handling and returning is not yet 
known; nor are paperwork, tracking costs and RPCs that 
go astray.

John Mullinder, executive director of Canada's Paper and 
Paperboard Packaging Environmental Council, 
emphasizes that only about 11 per cent of corrugated 
content comes from virgin wood fibre: "More than 80 per 
cent of the average corrugated box comes from recovered 
paper or board, primarily corrugated. And the recovery 
rate for used corrugated is exceptionally high, 85 percent 
from industry and an amazing 92 per cent from Ontario's 
'Blue Box' waste collection program."

John Mullinder

The bottom line according to David Andrews, “From 
every aspect of comparison with plastic retrippers, 
corrugated master shippers deliver performance and cost 
savings with  tangible and environmental attributes. 
Unlike plastic retrippers, corrugated shippers always 
arrive clean and fresh-looking and are clearly identified 
with high-graphic marketing messages that deliver visual 
impact at retail. They convey freshness and a 'down home 
on the farm' persona which so strongly resonates with 
retail customers. They are almost 100 percent recyclable 
and their recapture and re-use continues ad infinitum.”

What's Next?
In light of recent reports that leading retripper Wal-Mart 
has begun a partial return to corrugated boxes for apples, 
citrus and stone fruit, the plastic initiative may not go 
forward, or as fast, as originally envisioned. Retail chain 
planners are reviewing financial benefits and 
environmental sustainability as they more fully assess the 
extent of costly handling system changes for growers and 
packers.

Jerry Scott Mills is a freelance photojournalist who has 
covered the corrugated industry for more than a decade.


