PACKAGING & PRINT SOLUTIONS
By Guy Lerner

Innovations shaping retail packaging & printing

ccording to research by Mordor Intelligence,

South Africa’s packaging industry is worth as
much as USD11.31 billion (about R209 billion),
and is projected to reach USD14.11 billion (about
R260 billion) by 2030. There's some genuine mo-
mentum in the sector that shows a fundamental
shift in how packaging and labels are used to
attract customers in-store and on-screen.

Product packaging has evolved beyond its
traditional role and become a sales feature of its
own. Not just a functional or attractive protective
layer, it now displays additional key elements
such as food safety information, environmental
responsibility statements and other content that
builds consumer trust in addition to brand recog-
nition and loyalty. For retailers, wholesalers and
FMCG manufacturers, the message is clear: sustain-
able, intelligent packaging solutions are no longer
optional extras, they are essential business require-
ments.

The move towards simpler packaging

The shift towards simpler materials is one of the
industry’s most significant recent transformations.
Complex, multilayered or traditional flexible pack-
aging often combined several materials — plastics
layered with aluminium foil or mixed polymer films
— creating products that performed beautifully
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but recycled poorly. Separating these materials
at recycling facilities proved almost impossible,
meaning that much of it ended up in landfills
despite consumers’ best intentions.
%% Annabe Pretorius, Execu-

# tive Technical Operations
Manager at Plastics SA,
explains that manufacturers
§ are moving away from these
# complex laminates towards
: - mono-material solutions
. thatarefully recyclable

us locally.
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66 \Ve're seeing exciting advances
in local packaging materials that extend
product shelf life while maintaining safety
and quality. At the same time, the industry
is adopting advanced barrier plastics such
as EVAL (ethylene vinyl alcohol), which
provide exceptional oxygen protection
and reduce food spoilage. 1)

The real innovation, Pretorius stresses, is sim-
plicity. “Manufacturers are embracing designs
that are fully recyclable within South Africa’s
existing infrastructure. This aligns with the
broader industry goal of achieving a circular

economy where nothing is wasted.”
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Dr Kishan Sigh

Metal packaging tells its own
sustainability story. Dr Kishan
Singh, CEO of MetPac-SA, high-
lights how steel and aluminium
provide exceptional barrier
properties, protecting contents
from light, air and contaminants
without requiring additional
preservatives.

6 innovations such as ultra-lightweight
aluminium alloys and food-safe internal
linings free from BPA have made
metal packaging even more sustainable.
More importantly, these materials
boast genuine circular economy credentials
since they can be recycled indefinitely

without losing their properties. Al
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Mark Anderson,

Mark Anderson, Portfolio
Director at Montgomery Group
Africa, adds a practical retail
perspective ...

K6 The balance of strength,
longevity, and closed-loop
recyclability is where materials
such as metal truly excel.
South Africa’s metal packaging
sector already achieves some
of the country’s highest
recycling recovery rates. 1)
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The regulatory reality
Since 2021, South Africa’s packaging landscape
has operated under mandatory Extended Producer
Responsibility regulations. These rules — outlined
in Section 18 of the National Environmental
Management: Waste Act — require producers to take
full responsibility for their packaging throughout its
lifecycle — from design through to post-consumer
collection, sorting, and recycling.

The implications are far-reaching: companies
placing packaging on South African shelves
must register with the Department of Forestry,
Fisheries and Environment, join or form an EPR
scheme and pay appropriate fees. These aren't
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MetPac-SA Sponsors the INEOS Trash4Treats Programme where schools are paired with
a local waste collector who collects and buys back recycling collections, subsidised by
the project — creating a sustainable and mutually beneficial relationship between the
school and the waste entrepreneur. Healthy snacks and treats are offered as an incentive
to learners who collect the most recycling on substrate specific booster days.

merely bureaucratic requirements; they represent
a fundamental shift in how the industry operates.

Plastics SA advocates strongly for a ‘design-for-
recycling’ approach across the entire value chain.
Many South African manufacturers are adopting
lightweighting strategies, reducing material thick-
ness and switching to mono-materials to make
recycling easier and more cost-effective.

Pretorius explains: “Design-for-recycling and
lightweighting strategies reduce material usage and
make compliance more cost-effective. By focusing
on both material efficiency and functionality,
companies can reduce waste, improve sustainability
metrics and maintain competitiveness.”
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Design that sells — and sustains

Shelf appeal still matters, but modern design

must balance marketing flair with environmental
honesty. Clean, minimalist designs that communi-
cate recyclability and product integrity are standing
out.

“Consumers are far more conscious of sustain-
ability than has been the case in the past,” Pre-
torius observes, “so packaging that clearly commu-
nicates responsible material use and recyclability
has greater appeal.”

Many brands use On-Pack Recycling Labels
(OPRLs) to guide consumers on correct disposal
and to reinforce their commitment to circularity.

MetPac-SA's Dr Singh describes strong growth
locally in decorative printing and embossing tech-
niques that elevate metal packaging. Advanced
digital printing lets brands create limited editions
and personalised graphics with minimal setup
waste, which helps products to stand out while

the packaging remains 100%
recyclable after use. He
explains, “The tactile and pre-
mium feel of metal influences
consumer choice. We're seeing
strong growth in decorative
printing and embossing tech-
niques that transform metal
packaging into a collectable
format.”

Packaging formats matter
too. Resealable options such
as zip-lock pouches and peel-
and-seal films are highly effective for fresh produce,
dairy and snack categories. Traditional aluminium
beverage cans remain market leaders for their
convenience and recyclability. In the food sector,
easy-open stackable tins and portioned metal trays
are gaining popularity in both foodservice and retail

a PPllcatI ons. https://packagingrevolution.net/

The digital revolution in labels

Technology is transforming packaging from

passive containers into active communication
channels, with the global smart packaging market
expected to expand from USD26.3 billion in 2025
to USD40.8 billion by 2035 and smart labelling
specifically projected to grow from USD12.4 billion
in 2025 to USD34.9 billion by 2035. Of this, RFID
labels will dominate at 52% market share.

Anderson from Montgomery SA emphasises how
these technologies are reshaping retail operations:
“Smart and connected label innovations, including
QR codes, RFID and NFC technologies, enhance
consumer engagement and supply-chain visibility,
while improving speed, accuracy and efficiency
in high-volume environments.”

QR codes, perhaps the most accessible form of
smart packaging, are turning products into portals
for information. Scan a code and you can instantly
view ingredient details, allergen warnings, recycling
instructions or even the product’s journey from
farm to shelf on smart devices.

With South Africa aligning more closely to global
labelling standards, converters are embracing
digital and variable-data printing to quickly update
ingredient or allergen information.

“Regulations are evolving around ingredients
and allergens, so digital printing lets manufacturers
update labels quickly without costly retooling,”
Pretorius explains. “In South Africa, where brand
loyalty and community engagement are deeply
valued, these technologies provide a direct link
between product and brand story, whether that is
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details about local sourcing, recycling education,
or social responsibility initiatives.”

For retailers and wholesalers, the operational
benefits go deep. By integrating RFID and barcode
technologies, retailers can track products through-
out the distribution cycle, ensuring better inventory
management and product rotation. Barcodes,
2D codes and variable QR data on labels enable
automated inventory control, batch-level trace-
ability and first-in-first-out rotation, which helps
reduce spoilage and shrinkage.

Dr Singh emphasises the transparency potential:
“QR-enabled traceability can document the entire
circular journey — collection, recycling, new can
production — giving consumers and business buyers
confidence in closed-loop claims. MetPac-SA
encourages digital tagging pilots that link to local
recycling information, which helps to close the loop
at community level.”

Label printing’s quiet revolution
Label printing has undergone a quiet revolution.
The global digital label printing market is valued at
USD12.3 billion and is forecast to reach USD20.6
billion by 2035. This growth is underpinned by
stringent labelling mandates requiring unit-level
traceability and the premiumisation of food and
beverage products, which just this year drove
a 15.4% year-on-year increase in short-run,
just-in-time print orders.

The shift makes sense when you consider how
markets operate today. Brand owners need flexi-
bility to respond to seasonal demand, limited

www.freepik.com/

editions and retailer-specific promotions without
committing to large minimum orders or generating
excess waste. Digital printing delivers exactly that
capability.

“Short-run, on-demand printing allows faster
turnaround for promotions, private-label updates or
compliance changes,” Anderson notes. “This agility
particularly benefits small and medium enterprises
in South Africa, which can now compete more
effectively by offering personalised packaging that
resonates with niche audiences.”

Converters are investing in digital systems that
combine speed with quality. Hybrid printing
approaches, combining digital flexibility for short
runs with flexographic efficiency for longer produc-

tion, allow businesses
to serve wider markets.
Variable-data printing
enables serialisation,
s unique barcodes, QR
codes and anti-coun-
terfeit solutions, all
printed at full produc-
tion speed.

The industry is also
responding to environ-
mental demands with
eco-friendly printing
technologies. “We're
adopting water-based
and UV-curable inks
that reduce volatile
organic compounds
and improve worker safety, while new wash-off
label technologies make it easier to recycle PET
and HDPE bottles,” Pretorius says. “Some companies
are even testing post-consumer recycled label
liners, reducing virgin plastic use and contributing
to lower carbon footprints across the entire
labelling process.”

The shift includes low-migration, vegetable-based
inks and waterborne varnishes compatible with
food contact requirements, alongside adhesives
engineered for clean removal during recycling. Dr
Singh notes that where paper or film labels are
used on metal packaging, the industry promotes
recyclable or mono-polymer alternatives and ink
systems that don't impede metal recycling.
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seven steps to smarter packaging

South African retailers and suppliers can take immediate, practical steps to align
packaging innovation with sustainability goals:

Ecommerce’s new demands

Online shopping has created new packaging challenges, acceler-

ating the need for durable, lightweight and protective packaging.
Products must survive longer journeys, multiple handling points

and the general rough-and-tumble of logistics networks.

Innovations in this field include recycled-content courier bags,
impact-resistant flexible mailers and stretch films engineered
for recyclability. Manufacturers are also investing in smart sizing
technologies to reduce excess packaging and shipping weight.
Some companies are even piloting returnable and reusable A. Adopt eco-friendly inks and adhesives. Water-based, UV-curable and vegetable-
packaging systems for high-volume urban delivery routes, an based inks cut volatile organic compounds, while clean-removal adhesives support
exciting step towards more circular logistics solutions. recycling.

For metal packaging, there is a focus on robust, crush-resistant
formats and tamper-evident closures that protect product
integrity in transit, combined with void-minimising pack designs
to reduce secondary packaging. Following global trends, hybrid
solutions, such as metal inner containers for barrier protection
combined with recyclable outer shippers, are becoming more
common locally.

1. Design for recyclability. Replace multi-material laminates with recyclable mono-
materials and specify wash-off labels for PET and HDPE containers.

2. Lightweight without compromise. Reduce material thickness to lower cost and
carbon footprint and retain durability through testing and lifecycle analysis.

3. Embrace digital print for agility. Allow quick responses to trends and promotional
opportunities while minimising waste and over-production.

9. Use smart labels for both engagement and logistics. QR codes and 2D barcodes
provide instant consumer information and streamline product tracking.

6. Pilot reusable or returnable systems. In dense urban corridors, returnable courier
bags or reusable containers for meal kits and fresh produce are gaining traction.

1. Align procurement with EPR data. Understand your packaging's declared material
streams and integrate those costs into product pricing early.

Gewalisa is well on its way to Plastics SA
becoming a model for scalable, was a proud
community-led sustainability, not supporter
just in South Africa, but across the and active
continent. What began as a grassroots participant
idea by social entrepreneur Miles in the
Kubheka and community builder coordination
Josephine Katumba, has grown into of World

a structured, impactful initiative. Clean-up

By providing guidance in awareness Day in South
campaigns that have reached Africa.

thousands, Plastics SA has helped

to position Gecwalisa as a model of
how circular economies can thrive

in underserved communities. With
measurable results already showing
thousands of reuse purchases, job
creation, and reduced waste, Gcwalisa
and its partners are shaping a
scalable blueprint for community-led
sustainability across South Africa and
beyond. www.plasticsinfo.co.za/

Petco partnered
with the Modimolle/
. Mookgophong

Local Municipality

in a clean-up.
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Looking ahead

What's particularly encouraging is the collaborative
approach emerging across the value chain. Both
Pretorius and Dr Singh highlight cooperation as the

deciding factor in South Africa’s packaging progress.

“We must base our sustainability claims on
measurable outcomes,” Plastics SA’s Pretorius
argues. “Shared data helps everyone — brand
owners, recyclers and policymakers — understand
what's working and where the gaps are.”

Dr Singh believes transparency and measurement
are essential: “When producers, recyclers and
retailers work together, we prove that responsible
packaging isn't a burden, it's an opportunity.”

Anderson echoes this sentiment from a retail
technology perspective ...

66 1 Propak Cape 2026, we'll showcase
how integrated and automated systems
can streamline processes, from receiving

and packaging to checkout, improving
efficiency, reducing costs and enhancing
the customer experience. 1)

Retailers are in a unique position to amplify
these efforts. By choosing suppliers who prioritise
recyclability, visibility and compliance, they directly
influence upstream design choices. Educating
consumers through accurate labels and clear bin
signage closes the final loop, turning awareness
into action.

The packaging solutions of tomorrow are being
developed today: smart labels that communicate
directly with consumers and supply-chain systems;

mono-material designs that make recycling
straightforward; digital printing that enables
rapid response to market changes; and metal and
plastic packaging that can cycle endlessly through
recovery and remanufacturing processes. The
rapid growth in sustainable packaging means the
momentum behind these changes is undeniable.
South Africa’s packaging journey mirrors the
global shift: sustainability is no longer optional
and ‘recyclable’ must mean something verifiable.
Transparent communication and genuine environ-

. Extrupet’s new PET bottle-
to-bottle recycling facility
in Cape Town.

mental accountability will
define brand credibility in the
years ahead.

Dr Singh says, “Collabor-
ation across the value chain —
from raw material suppliers to
recyclers — is key to building
a truly circular economy.”

The question isn't whether
the industry will transform,
but rather which companies
will lead that transformation
and which will follow behind.
For businesses willing to
embrace innovation, the
opportunities are substantial.

Ultimately, packaging that
does more is packaging that
tells the truth about what it's
made of, how it can be reused and where it goes
after the bin. For supermarkets and suppliers alike,
that's a story worth putting on the shelf. SR

Sources:
www.plasticsinfo.co.za/sustainability/extended-producer-responsibility/
https://petco.co.za/producers/understanding-epr/
www.packagingimpressions.com/article/unlocking-smart-packaging/
www.futuremarketinsights.com/reports/smart-labels-market
www.loftware.com/resources/white-papers/2025/from-qr-codes-to-
connected-experiences-the-new-era-of-food-and-beverage-packaging
https://epackagingsw.com/blog/12-label-printing-industry-trends-to-keep-
an-eye-on-in-2025
www.mckinsey.com/industries/packaging-and-paper/our-insights/
sustainability-in-packaging-2025-inside-the-minds-of-global-consumers
www.cdf 1.com/midyear-review-the-state-of-sustainable-packaging-and-
whats-gaining-momentum-in-2025/
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= How green packaging minimises environmental impact

Bee Bright is the invention of some
talented students from Canada.

They created a honey jar made from
100% bee wax, which transforms into
a candle. Once the honey is consumed,
flip over the jar, and it becomes

a candle with the wooden lid serving
as a base. A perfect zero-waste
example of multiple-use packaging.
https://packhelp.com/

Materials: It uses materials that are either

renewable, recycled, or designed to be returned
to the environment safely.

Recyclable: Materials like cardboard, paper, and
certain plastics that can be reprocessed.

Compostable/Biodegradable: Materials made
from plant-based sources like cornstarch or
sugarcane fibre that break down naturally.
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Reusable: Designed for multiple uses, such as
refillable containers and returnable mailers.

Design: It uses less material and avoids
unnecessary layers or elaborate features.

Minimalist design: Less is more, which reduces
waste.

Smart design: Ensures fragile items are still
secure without excessive wrapping.

Production and logistics: It considers the
environmental impact of the entire supply chain.

Clean production: Using manufacturing
methods that produce less pollution and employ
renewable energy.

Fuel-efficient shipping: Optimising trans-
portation to reduce fuel consumption.

® Paper and cardboard made
from recycled content

® Packaging made from

Nut Creative is

a company out of
Spain that came up
with a transportable
wine box free of

cornstarch, such as Greenpack

® Reusable glass or durable
containers

® Biodegradable materials like
mushroom-grown foam or
seaweed films

® Textile packaging made from
materials like organic cotton,
hemp, or palm leaves. SR
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plastics.

The box is designed with a handle
that allows you to carry your wine to
different festivities. The box can also
be repurposed into a construction toy.
A simple but effective eco-friendly
packaging example of multiple-use.
https://packhelp.com/

Our Supermarket & Retailer Buyers’ Guide is a trusted, comprehensive business
directory, extensively used within the retail sector to source suppliers of retail
equipment and services. With its wide reach and targeted audience, it serves as

a powerful lead-generating tool, connecting your business directly with decision-
makers looking for reliable solutions.
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Your annual subscription gets ...
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