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A rescue plan for Europe’s plastics recycling crisis:

EU Recyclers’ recommendations

Introduction

The sharp increase in oil prices during the first quarter of 2026, driven by geopolitical tensions in the Middle East,
temporarily altered the economics of the plastics market. As virgin plastics suddenly became more expensive, Europe’s
plastics recycling industry experienced short-term relief from years of struggling with weak demand for recycled
plastics and unfair competition from low-cost virgin polymers. Yet, this temporary improvement cannot be mistaken
for recovery. The structural problems facing Europe’s plastics recycling industry remain fully unresolved. The
competitiveness of recycled plastics market continues to be structurally tied to fossil fuel prices, making the sector
extremely vulnerable to future market shocks. The recycling industry cannot rely on geopolitical crises and oil price

spikes to remain viable. To address this, structural action is needed both at EU and national level.

Recent figures® reveal a dramatic slowdown in Europe’s transition towards a circular plastics system. This is especially
important as exports of plastic waste to non-OECD countries will be banned from 21 November 20262, Without strong
commitment for Made in Europe recycled plastics and sufficient investment across the entire European circular plastics
value chain, including collection, sorting and recycling infrastructure, the EU risks a sharp increase in landfilling and
incineration once export outlets close. The costs of plastic waste management will also dramatically increase for local
authorities, waste owners and EPR. Strengthening demand for European recycled plastics must become an
immediate political priority. EU and national policymakers must urgently establish the structural conditions needed

to ensure a strong and resilient European plastics recycling industry.

While the European Commission has recognised the need to facilitate recycling and increase the uptake of recycled
materials, existing measures remain insufficient. Without decisive intervention, Europe risks further losing recycling

capacity before upcoming recycled content obligations can deliver their intended impact3. In response, Recycling

1 Growth in mechanically recycled post-consumer plastics production has collapsed from +40% between 2020 and 2022 to just
+3.9% between 2022 and 2024.

2 An increasing share of Europe’s plastic waste is already being recycled outside Europe, reaching 12.4% in 2024. (PlasticsEurope
(May 2026), Report: “The Circular Economy for Plastics, A European Analysis”)

3 https://www.plasticsrecyclers.eu/news/2024-data-reveals-a-deepening-crisis-of-the-european-plastics-r
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https://recyclingeurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/final_250904_Plastic_Value_Chain_Strategic_Recommendations_Press_release.pdf
https://plasticseurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/Circular-Economy-Report-2026-full-report.pdf
https://recyclingeurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/Recycling-Europe-European-recyclers-strongly-back-a-Made-in-Europe-preference-to-strengthen-circular-value-chains.pdf
https://plasticseurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/Circular-Economy-Report-2026-full-report.pdf
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Europe Plastics sets out a series of priority measures to strengthen markets for recycled plastics and support a

resilient European plastics recycling industry.

1. Fostering demand for Made in Europe recycled plastics

1.1. Implement mandatory recycled content rules with European preference under SUPD, PPWR and ELVR
We welcome the approach taken in the Single-Use-Plastics Directive (SUPD) Implementing Act on the calculation,
verification and reporting of recycled plastic content for PET bottles, which reserve recycled content exclusively for
materials recovered from recycling operations (incl. sorting) carried out in the EU, until 2027. Following the positive
vote by EU Member States in February 2026, we call on the EC to rapidly complete the final adoption steps and ensure
swift implementation. This Made in Europe preference enshrined in the SUPD implementing act has to be replicated
in the End-of-Life Vehicles Regulation (ELVR), the upcoming Packaging and Packaging Waste Regulation (PPWR)
Implementing Act on recycled content calculation and verification, and in the upcoming revision of the WEEE Directive,

to further boost the uptake of high-quality European recyclates across products and value chains.

1.2. Design strong and enforced mirror clauses for imported materials & goods
Strong mirror measures are especially required to guarantee a level playing field between EU and non-EU plastic
recyclates, supported by robust enforcement and control mechanisms to better fight fraud and unfair non-EU
competition —such as on-site audit of exporters’ quality processes and systematic pre-export physical inspections prior
to shipment of recycled plastics to the EU. The credibility of recycled content obligations depends on robust traceability
and verification systems. Fraudulent claims of recycled content or origin must be systematically addressed through
harmonised certification and enforcement mechanisms. In parallel, the EU urgently needs dedicated customs codes
distinguishing virgin and recycled polymers. Separate customs classifications are essential to improve market
transparency, monitor international trade flows, and detect potential dumping practices and market distortions. We
call on the EC to rapidly launch the necessary procedures at international level to establish separate customs codes for

the main polymers covered by mandatory recycled content requirements under the PPWR and the ELVR.

1.3. Generalise eco-modulation of EPR fees
Eco-modulation of Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) fees is another key economic incentive to support the
uptake of recycled plastics. We call for mandatory and harmonised eco-modulation criteria across all EU EPR schemes
(both existing and upcoming), based on recycled content preferably produced in the EU, and recyclability. France has

recently implemented a system providing EPR bonuses for packaging containing recycled post-consumer plastics. The
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https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/jorf/id/JORFTEXT000052201296
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scheme rewards the incorporation of recycled plastics that meet specific traceability, environmental performance and
circularity requirements. It illustrates how EPR systems can be used to strengthen market demand for recycled
materials and support the transition towards a circular economy. We call for such bonus schemes to be scaled up at

European level.

1.4. Strengthen Green Public Procurement requirements
Public procurement plays a major role in stimulating demand for recycled materials. The proposed Industrial
Accelerator Act (IAA) includes low-carbon requirements for certain materials (e.g. steel, aluminium) but fails to
adequately address plastics recycling and circularity. We call for ambitious recycled-content and low-carbon
requirements for plastics used in public procurement, complementing recycled content obligations established under
sectoral EU legislation such as PPWR and ELVR. Materials made in the EU should be prioritised, and this must be
reflected in the upcoming Circular Economy Act (CEA), the revision of the Public Procurement Directive, and first and
foremost the IAA. For IAA in particular, we call for the implementation of Union origin requirements (EU-27, the UK

and EFTA countries), and for the extension of these requirements to plastics.

2. Tackle rising operational and energy costs

Stronger links between circularity and climate policy are essential to support Europe’s plastic recycling industry. We
call for recycling to be eligible for the support measures included under the Net-Zero Industry Act (NZIA), Clean
Industrial State Aid Framework (CISAF), IAA, as well as under the Climate, Environment, and Energy Aid Guidelines
(CEEAG), on equal footing with other energy-intensive industries. At the same time, we voice serious concern over any
reduction in aid intensities for circular economy projects in the recently proposed revision of the General Block
Exemption Regulation (GBER). At a minimum, current aid intensities must be maintained, and where justified,
increased to reflect market realities and ensure parity with other supported sectors. Moreover, while recycling is both
resource efficient and energy-intensive, current frameworks still treat these dimensions separately. Recycling activities
should be explicitly recognised as contributing to decarbonisation* and thus, should be granted equal access to energy-
related support measures and for example, benefit from investment aid and operating aid. In this context, we call for

the operating costs of recycling facilities to be positively considered within the GBER.

4 “Circular solutions could reduce emissions across the plastics value chain by around 80 Mt of CO, equivalent sector’s energy use, thereby
contributing significantly to the EU’s environmental objectives.” (European Commission (23 December 2025), Communication: “Accelerating
Europe’s transition to a circular economy: a pilot for boosting the circularity of plastics”)
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https://recyclingeurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Recycling-Europe-Position-Paper-Industrial-Accelerator-Act-IAA.pdf
https://recyclingeurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/05/Recycling-Europe-GBER-Statement-May-2026.pdf
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/document/download/60277c52-77f0-4860-b6cc-cdaf6665e336_en?filename=COM_2025_805_1_EN_ACT_part1_v3.pdf
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3. Urgently adopt EU End-of-Waste criteria for plastics

Harmonised EU End-of-Waste (EoW) criteria are a prerequisite for a well-functioning internal market for recycled
plastics. The absence of harmonised criteria continues to create legal uncertainty, market fragmentation, barriers to
intra-EU trade, and reduced investor confidence. Following the publication of the Commission’s proposal and the
consultation process concluded in early 2026, we call on the EU Commission to urgently finalise and adopt EU End-of-

Waste for plastics as a matter of priority.

4. Introduce Green VAT measures on products made of recycled plastics

To help bridge the competitiveness gap between virgin and recycled plastics, we call for fiscal incentives in the form
of lower VAT rates for products containing recycled plastics. In this regard, Recycling Europe supports the 2023 Czech
Republic’s proposal to the Council suggesting exploring reduced VAT rates for products made of recycled materials
and recyclates. Lower VAT rates can have a major impact on stimulating recycling and sustainable consumers’ choices
by increasing the price competitiveness of sustainable products. The Commission should add recycled materials and
products to the list of products that can have a reduced VAT and make recommendations to Member States on

lowering their VAT.

5. Simplify and accelerate permitting procedures for recycling projects

European recyclers continue to face excessive administrative burdens and lengthy permitting procedures. The
European Commission’s Omnibus proposal on speeding up environmental assessments is a positive step towards
simplifying and accelerating permitting procedures for recycling projects. However, further action is needed to fully
recognise recycling as a strategic industrial sector for Europe’s competitiveness, resilience, and circular economy
objectives. In this regard, the IAA currently falls short by failing to explicitly recognise recycling projects as strategic
industrial projects eligible for dedicated fast-track permitting and investment support measures. The EU must
recognise recycling as a strategic sector in the IAA if it wishes to scale up plastics recycling capacity in the EU, strengthen
investment certainty, and reinforce its resilience in a rapidly changing geopolitical environment. Furthermore, the EU
and Member States must ensure that recycling infrastructure benefits in practice from simplified administrative
procedures, shorter approval timelines, and priority treatment. Without urgent structural action, Europe risks losing
the very recycling capacity it needs to deliver its circular economy ambitions. Europe cannot build a circular plastics

economy while allowing its recycling industry to disappear.
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https://euric.org/resource-hub/press-releases-statements/press-release-euric-strongly-supports-the-czech-proposal-to-lower-vat-for-products-made-of-recycled-materials
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-10397-2023-INIT/en/pdf
https://recyclingeurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Recycling-Europe-Position-Paper-Industrial-Accelerator-Act-IAA.pdf
https://recyclingeurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Recycling-Europe-Position-Paper-Industrial-Accelerator-Act-IAA.pdf
https://recyclingeurope.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Recycling-Europe-Position-Paper-Industrial-Accelerator-Act-IAA.pdf
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Conclusion

Since the recent rise in oil prices has only temporarily eased pressure on Europe’s plastics recycling sector, structural
action is urgently needed to secure its long-term viability. The EU must strengthen demand for Made in Europe
recycled plastics through robust recycled-content requirements, effective mirror clauses, harmonised eco-modulated
EPR incentives, and stronger public procurement rules. At the same time, policymakers should address rising
operational costs, swiftly adopt EU-wide End-of-Waste criteria, introduce fiscal incentives such as reduced VAT for
products made of recycled materials and recyclates, and simplify permitting procedures for recycling projects. Without
decisive and coordinated action, Europe risks further losing critical plastics recycling capacity, increasing reliance on

landfilling and incineration, and undermining its circular economy and climate objectives.

Note to editor: Recycling Europe, (previously EURIC), is the voice of Europe’s recyclers including 84 national federations and companies across
24 EU & EFTA countries, plus the UK. From metals and paper to plastics, packaging, textiles, tyres, ships, construction & demolition waste, WEEE
and ELVs, our members transform waste into resources—powering Europe’s circular economy, ensuring resource autonomy, and boosting
competitiveness and sustainable industrialisation across the continent. For press-related enquiries, please contact Zoi Didili, Recycling Europe’s

Senior Communications Advisor, by email at zdidili@recyclingeurope.org or by phone at +32 (0) 489 09 46.
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