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Paper-based Packaging: A Natural Fit for a
Circular Economy
By Kathi Rowzie, Vice President of Operations, Two Sides North America

W
ith ecommerce reaching its largest ever share
of total retail sales in 2020 and continuing to grow,

attention to the types of packaging used for product
returns also is increasing as brands, retailers and
others across the supply chain seek reverse logistics
solutions that contribute to a more sustainable, circular
economy. Regardless of whether businesses provide
return packaging as a customer service, allow in-store
or other local return options that enable bulk return
shipping or encourage customers to repackage returns
themselves, the sustainability of the packaging material
itself comes down to three basic questions: What is it
made of, how is it made and what happens to it once
shipping is complete? When we rely on verifiable data
rather than unsubstantiated claims to answer these
questions, paper-based packaging made in North
America stands out as a sound environmental choice.
One of the most frequent unsupported claims about
corrugated cardboard and other paper-based packaging
is that its use causes deforestation and destroys forests,
but the data tell a different story. Every five years, the
UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) publishes
its global Forest Resources Assessment which reports
the state of the world’s forests. The 2020 FRA reports
that net forest area in the United States grew by
approximately 18 million acres between 1990 and 2020.
That’s an area equivalent to around 1,200 NFL football
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fields
every
day! In Canada,
net forest area
remained stable
at around 857
million
acres
during the same
period. This is
due in great part
to sustainable
f o r e s t
management
p r a c t i c e s
implemented
by the North
American paper
and forest products industry, the highest percentage
of certified forests (52%) in the world, and laws and
regulations aimed at protecting forest resources across
the United States and Canada.
So, is deforestation a real concern? Yes, but using
paper-based packaging is not the cause. Since 1990,
there has been a net loss of 440 million acres of forests
globally, an area larger than the entire state of Alaska. A
net change in forest area is the sum of all forest losses
(deforestation) and all forest gains (forest expansion) in
a given period. The UN FAO defines deforestation as the
permanent loss of forestland, regardless of whether it
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is caused by humans. In fact, the definition specifically
excludes harvesting trees for the production of wood
fiber-based products like packaging because trees in
“working forests” are expected to grow back, either
through natural generation or sustainable forestry
practices. The leading cause of deforestation in the
United States is urban development, while the leading
cause in Canada is agriculture.
The USDA Forest Service reports that 58% of U.S.
forestland is privately owned, and around 89% of the
wood harvested each year, including most of the wood
used for domestically produced paper products, comes
from these private forestlands. Approximately 11 million
families, individuals, estates and trusts, collectively
referred to as family forest owners, control 36% of all
private forestland, more than any other group.
Contrary to the myth that the use of paper products
destroys forests, the continuing demand for sustainably
sourced
paper
and
paperbased packaging
provides
a
financial incentive
for these private
landowners not
only to manage
and
harvest
their
acreage
responsibly, but
also to keep the
land
forested
rather
than
converting it to
non-forest uses.
According to the
Forest
Service,
tree
harvesting
occurs on less than 2% of U.S. forestland each year in
contrast to the 3% disturbed annually by natural events
like insects, disease and fire, and U.S. forests annually
grow significantly more wood than is harvested.
According to Natural Resources Canada, the majority
of Canada’s forestland, about 94%, is publicly owned
and managed by provincial, territorial and federal
governments. According to laws, regulations and
policies in place across the country, all areas harvested
on public land must be reforested, either by replanting
or through natural regeneration. Only 0.2% of Canada’s
forests are harvested each year.
Next, let’s debunk the claim that the production of
paper-based packaging is a major cause of greenhouse
gas (GHG) emissions that contribute to climate change.
According to the most recent data available from the
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U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), industry
overall is responsible for 22% of U.S. direct GHG
emissions annually, and the pulp and paper industry is
responsible for only 1.2% of total annual industrial GHG
emissions. The industry achieved these low emissions
because more than 65% of the energy demand at U.S.
pulp, paper and paper-based packaging mills is met
using renewable, carbon-neutral biomass. Biomass
use combined with continuing improvements in energy
efficiency and a switch from oil and coal to other less
carbon-intensive fuels like natural gas allowed the
industry to reduce GHG emissions by 23.2% between
2005 and 2018, according to the American Forest and
Paper Association (AF&PA).
In the Canadian forest products industry, bioenergy
continues to increase its share of the energy mix,
accounting for 62% of energy use in 2018, according
to
Natural
Resources
C a n a d a
( N R C a n ) .
Increased
bioenergy
use,
along
with
energy
efficiency
and fuel mix
improvements
similar
to
those in the
U.S., enabled
the Canadian
forest products
i n d u s t r y
to
reduce
greenhouse
gas emissions by 38% between 2006 and 2016.
We also hear claims that manufacturing pulp and
paper-based packaging is bad for the environment
because it uses vast amounts of water. While it’s true
that production requires a lot of water, most of that
water is not consumed in the production process. In
fact, more than 90% of it is cleaned and returned to the
environment in a manner that meets North American
water quality criteria, according to the National Council
for Air and Stream Improvement (NCASI). The other 10%
evaporates or remains in the packaging produced. In
addition, water is used efficiently within North American
mills, with each gallon recycled more than 10 times
before being returned to the receiving environment.
When it comes to reducing waste, recycling of paperbased packaging is an environmental success story.
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Based on industry data reported by AF&PA, the overall
recycling rate for paper-based products has nearly
doubled since 1990 thanks to voluntary industry efforts
to build the commercial paper recovery infrastructure
and to the commitment of millions of organizations and
individual Americans who choose to recycle every day.
AF&PA reports the U.S. recovery rate for corrugated
packaging in 2019 was 92%. At 66.2%, the overall
recovery rate for paper and paper-based packaging was
higher than any other material in the country, including
plastic, glass and metals. In Canada, corrugated
cardboard boxes have a recovery rate of around 85%,
and the overall recovery rate for paper and paperbased packaging is nearly 70%, according to the Forest
Products Association of Canada (FPAC).

In addition to being recyclable, paper-based packaging
can be efficiently and cost-effectively made with recycled
fiber. In the U.S. for example, the average corrugated
box is made with 50% recycled content, according to
the Fibre Box Association. The Paper and Paperboard
Packaging Environmental Council reports that most
corrugated boxes made in Canada are 100% recycled
content.
Corrugated packaging can be recycled up to 10 times – a
distinct sustainability advantage – but it can’t be recycled
indefinitely because the wood fibers eventually become
too short and weak to bond together into new paper.
That’s why a continuous supply of fresh fiber from
sustainably managed forests is needed to replenish the
manufacturing process.
While all manufacturing processes have an
environmental footprint, the fact that paper-based
packaging is made with an infinitely renewable resource
(trees grown in sustainably managed forests), is
manufactured using mostly renewable, carbon-neutral
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energy and water-efficient processes, is recyclable and
is recycled more than any other material, makes it a
natural fit for a circular economy.
For more information on the sustainability of print,
paper and paper-based packaging, please visit
www.twosidesna.org.
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