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Substitutability of Metal and Plastic Packaging – Submission by Metlac 

I. Introduction and Summary 

1. This paper sets out Metlac’s views on the substitutability of plastic packaging 
(specifically polyethylene terephthalate (“PET”) packaging) for metal packaging in food 
and drink applications.  It is submitted in response to the Competition Commission’s 
statement that is considering: 

“the extent to which consumers (metal packaging companies) are likely to 
respond to any exercising of market power by the merging companies by 
substituting for other products—such as flexible plastics.”1 

2. As a preliminary point, it is the customers of packaging companies (i.e. food and drink 
manufacturers) who determine demand for different types of packaging, rather than the 
packaging companies themselves.  For the reasons set out in this paper, there is no 
prospect that demand for metal packaging from these customers will switch to plastic 
packaging in response to an increase in the price of metal packaging coatings.  In 
summary: 

 Metal packaging offers functional advantages over PET packaging, including in 
relation to product preservation and shelf-life, recyclability, brand value, and ease 
of filling and handling.  Moreover, for some products (notably beer) metal 
packaging is required. 

 Metal packaging companies and their customers (i.e. food and drink companies, 
such as Heinz and Coca-Cola) have invested significantly in manufacturing and 
filling plant that cannot be adapted to PET packaging.  It is inconceivable that 
even a significant increase in the cost of packaging coatings would justify the 
level of investment in new plant that would be required to switch. 

 PET packaging is more expensive than metal packaging.  The price difference is 
such that even a significant percentage increase in the price of metal packaging 
coatings would not make it economic for customers to switch from metal 
packaging to PET. 

II. Functionality 

3. There are functional differences between metal cans and plastic bottles, especially (but 
not exclusively) in relation to beer and beverage (“B&B”) applications.2  In Metlac’s 

                                                 
1  Issues Statement (June 27, 2012), paragraph 18. 
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experience, food and drinks companies are highly conscious of these differences, and use 
a range of different packaging for their products.  Where they introduce different types of 
packaging for a product, it is for reasons of branding or product re-positioning, not as a 
result of cost.   

4. The principal advantage of PET bottles is that they are resealable.  There is clearly 
customer demand for resealable containers, especially bottles for soft drinks.3  Metal cans 
are not generally resealable, although resealable cans are becoming available.4  There are 
nevertheless a series of advantages offered by metal cans, in addition to their lower cost.  
As a result, European demand for metal food cans has remained stable over the last 10 
years, and demand for metal B&B cans has increased significantly from 35 billion per 
year in 2000 to 55 billion in 2011.  Beverage cans account for around 23% of all soft 
drink sales (by volume) in the UK.5    

A. Shelf-Life  

5. One important benefit is that metal cans provide a more effective barrier to gasses and 
light than PET.  In the food segment, steel cans provide the longest shelf life of any form 
of packaging.6 

6. As for B&B, a carbonated drink will remain fizzy in an aluminium can for at least twelve 
months.  By contrast, a carbonated drink will become flat in a PET bottle in a matter of 
weeks (and certainly no more than three months), as carbon dioxide is able to leach out 
through the plastic.  This effect is of particular concern in situations where product 
turnover is slower (where a longer shelf-life is needed), and also in warmer 
temperatures.7   

                                                                                                                                                             
2  A summary of the functional differences between types of packaging for drinks has been published  by the 

British Soft Drinks Association, available at: http://www.britishsoftdrinks.com/pdf/PackagingAttributes.pdf   
 

3  Most commonly these are “single-trip” bottles (typically 500 ml), such as those sold in vending machines, 
and “multi-trip” bottles (e.g. 2 litre), as sold in supermarkets. 

 
4  See for example, “Total Innovation: The Future in a Can” (page 2), published by Beverage Can Makers 

Europe, available at: http://www.canmakers.co.uk/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/Total-
Innovation-the-Future-in-a-Can-Final.pdf  
 

5  Source: Beverage Can Makers Europe market reports, available at: http://www.bcme.org/home.htm   
 
6  See, for example, the Association of European producers of Steel for Packaging, Newsletter 30 (page 19): 

“Due to its 100% oxygen barrier properties and unrivalled protection against light and moisture, the steel 
can offers the longest shelf life compared to all alternative packaging solutions - 3 years, compared to 
competing solutions which offer from 4 weeks to 2 years.” Available at: 
http://www.apeal.org/uploads/Library/APEALNEWS30-UK.pdf  
 

7  The proportion of soft drinks sold in cans is generally higher in warmer countries, for example Spain (30%) 
and Greece (34%).  
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7. Beer is almost never sold in “single-trip” PET bottles, or in PET bottles at all in the UK.  
As with carbonated soft drinks, lager beers will become flat in PET bottles.  Consumers 
are generally less tolerant of flat lager than of flat “fizzy” soft drinks.  In addition, all 
beers (including ales) degrade naturally over time.  This process is accelerated by 
exposure to light and by oxygen leaching into the beer through a plastic bottle (neither of 
which occurs with metal packaging).  

B. Recyclability 

8. Metal cans are infinitely, and readily, recyclable.8  They are widely recycled in the UK 
and across Europe.  The process itself is relatively straightforward: metal cans are simply 
melted and reformed.  The melting process itself burns off the coating and any other 
impurities.   

9. The process is also economic.  Scrap aluminium has a high value – around $800 per ton.  
This makes it economic for local authorities and can manufacturers themselves to provide 
recycling facilities.9  The energy consumed in using recycled material is a fraction 
(around 5%) of that required to mine and process bauxite.   

10. By contrast, PET bottles are more difficult to recycle and, as a result, are recycled less 
widely.  Notably, only colourless PET bottles can be recycled into new bottles.  Coloured 
PET bottles, if recycled, are used principally for other “low-tech” applications, such as 
garden furniture, wheelie bins, and traffic cones.  Even in the case of colourless bottles, a 
bottle cannot be recycled (i.e. melted and extruded) indefinitely, as the polymer will 
degrade and lose its integrity.10 

11. Furthermore, impurities in PET plastic bottles are not simply burned off in the recycling 
process.  Thus, if a PET bottle is coated in any way, the different polymers of the PET 
and the coating will become “mixed” in the recycling process, with the result that the 
recycled material cannot be used for food or drink applications.  For example, plastic 
ketchup bottles are coated and cannot be recycled for re-use with food or drink. 

                                                 
8  Beverage Can Makers Europe states: "The beverage can is the most recycled drinks package in the world.  

Every can collected will be recycled, and all cans are infinitely recyclable with no loss of quality. … The 
recycled metal from drink cans is a truly renewable material, retaining the same characteristic as the 
original material. This is in stark contrast to other packaging materials – paper, board and plastics – 
where recycled material is a lower quality, having lost some of its original properties.”  (See: 
http://www.canmakers.co.uk/the-can/the-sustainability-story)  
  

9  For example, Novellis operates a recycling and smelting facility at Warrington, and funds eight 
“aggregation centres” across the UK which collect (and pay for) metal cans, which are then processed and 
crushed for delivery to Warrington.    
 

10  See, for example, G-Online (http://www.gmagazine.com.au/features/2936/disposable-drink-bottles-plastic-
vs-glass-vs-aluminium): “Plastics however can degrade during the recycling process and, although some 
plastic bottles are turned into new bottles with 25 per cent recycled material, the majority is open-loop 
recycled into products including wheelie bins or eco-fleece.” 
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12. As a result, PET is recycled less than metal packaging and its scrap value is considerably 
lower.  Hand-sorted colourless PET bottles have a scrap value of less than £250 per ton, 
and the hand-sorting process is labour-intensive and expensive.  Moreover, the process 
entails a high risk of contamination.  For example, if any PVC bottles are included with 
the PET bottles by accident, this will have a deleterious effect on the recycled PET.   

C. Brand and Marketing Advantages 

13. Drink manufacturers in particular go to great lengths to decorate their packaging, as an 
investment in their brand and as part of their marketing.  It is considerably easier to 
decorate a metal can than a plastic bottle, particularly because the body of a beverage 
cans is decorated in its entirety (so-called “full-body decoration”).   

14. The Beverage Can Makers Europe11 identifies the following advantages (which cannot be 
replicated using labels on PET bottles): 

“For fillers and brand owners, the beverage can offers:  
 

• Highest quality decoration and graphics using thermochromic and ultra-
violet sensitive inks to enhance brand appeal on the retail shelf 
 

• Laser technology for etching designs and identifications on can ends ... 
 

The following are some of the more recent innovations: 
 

• New features enhance the visual appeal of the can on the shelf – 
embossing to give a 3D and premium appearance, blow forming 
technology used to shape cans and give brand differentiation and 
enhanced customer appeal 

 
• New surface finishes – tactile, matt, shiny, embossed, high definition 

digital printing, use of thermochromic inks – make the beverage can stand 
out on the retail shelves as well as satisfying consumer needs ...”  

 
15. For this reason drink manufacturers have a strong desire to include metal cans in their 

product mix, and they often use images of metal cans in their advertisements even where 
the same product is available in PET bottles.  Examples of such advertisements are 
provided at Annex 1.  By way of further illustration, Red Bull is available only in cans, in 
large part for brand and marketing reasons.    

                                                 
11  “The Beverage Can” (pages 3 and 4), available at: http://canmakers.co.uk.dev.oneltd.co.uk/wordpress/wp-

content/uploads/2011/05/The-Beverage-Can-A-White-Paper.pdf.  See also the European Metal Packaging 
Association at: http://www.empac.eu/s/PreciousContents/IdealPackagingSolution/BoostsBrandValue   
 

http://canmakers.co.uk.dev.oneltd.co.uk/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2011/05/The-Beverage-Can-A-White-Paper.pdf�
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D. Filling and Handling 

16. Metal packaging is quicker to fill than other forms of packaging.  In the case of food, it is 
possible to fill around 500 steel cans per minute, compared with a maximum of 400 per 
minute for plastic packaging.12  In the case of B&B, PET bottles can be filled at a rate of 
around 750 bottles per minute, whereas cans are filled at a rate of around 2,000 per 
minute.   

17. Once filled, cans are also easier to transport and store.  For example, tinned food does not 
require refrigeration, and can also withstand high temperatures without any degradation 
of the content.13     

III. Investment in Plant  

18. Metal packaging companies have very limited ability to switch from producing metal 
packaging (e.g. drinks cans) to plastic packaging (e.g. bottles) in response to an increase 
in demand for PET.  Notably, the technology used to produce these different types of 
packaging is fundamentally different, requiring entirely different machinery and 
expertise, and significant investment.14   

19. Food and drinks companies have also invested significantly in filling machinery, which 
cannot be switched between different types of packaging.  Moreover, packaging 
manufacturers’ sites are often integrated with, and/or located very close to, their 
customers’ filling operations.  For example, Rexam’s B&B can manufacturing facilities 
at Milton Keynes and Wakefield each has a direct umbilical link to Coca Cola’s filling 
operations next door.  This allows cans to be delivered immediately, automatically and 
continuously to the customer.15   

IV. Cost  

20. Metal packaging manufacturers operate in a fiercely competitive environment.  They 
strive constantly to reduce their costs in order to compete for custom from food and drink 

                                                 
12  Source: the Association of European Producers of Steel for Packaging.  
 
13  The Association of European Producers of Steel for Packaging states: “Steel cans are easy to transport and 

efficient to store. A further effect of the stackability of steel cans is the short loading and unloading time, 
which saves time and therefore handling costs within the logistics chain.  Moreover, steel cans enable 
efficient and quick filling without food wastage, which makes production, logistics and the whole supply 
chain very effective.  Products packed in steel do not require refrigeration and the product maintains its 
quality even in extreme temperatures.” (See: http://www.apeal.org/en/sustainability/economic-pillar/why-
companies-choose-steel-for-packaging)  
 

14  Metlac believes it would cost in the region of €6 million to install a single production line producing just 
20,000 PET bottles per hour.  By comparison, B&B can production lines produce around 2,000 cans per 
minute (or 120,000 per hour).  
 

15  Coca Cola’s filling operation in Wakefield is believed to be the largest in Europe, filling 5,000 cans per 
minute. 
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manufacturers.  This is evidenced in the B&B segment, for example, by the continual 
drive to “down-gauge” packaging, i.e. to reduce the thickness of the cans, in order to 
reduce material cost.  Similarly, B&B cans are today “necked in” (i.e. have narrower 
necks than the body of the can), in order to reduce the size of the easy open ends, and 
therefore cost.  In the period from 1983 to 2011, the weight of metal used to manufacture 
an aluminium B&B can has reduced from 18.6g to 10g.  Over the same period, the 
weight of a steel B&B can has reduced from 36g to 21g.16  While these cost reductions 
have been achieved incrementally, they result in significant savings when multiplied 
across the thousands of cans that are produced per hour in each plant.   

21. An increase in the cost of packaging coatings would therefore impact on the profitability 
of packaging manufacturers, and could result in higher prices to customers (i.e. food and 
drink companies).  However, it is highly unlikely to result in switching to PET. 

22. There is a significant difference in cost between a metal can and a PET bottle.  By way of 
illustration, it costs around [CONFIDENTIAL] to manufacture and decorate (i.e. total 
manufacturing costs).  Of this, the cost of the packaging coatings represents around 
[CONFIDENTIAL] (approximately [CONFIDENTIAL] of the total cost).17  By contrast 
the PET resin alone required to manufacture the body of a 20g PET bottle costs around 
[CONFIDENTIAL] (i.e. excluding other manufacturing costs and decoration), at a time 
of relatively low crude oil prices.  Even a significant increase in the cost of coatings 
would therefore be insufficient to make metal packaging uncompetitive compared with 
PET. 

23. It is also illustrative to note that the industry has seen far greater fluctuation in the price 
of metals than is conceivable in relation to packaging coatings, without precipitating 
switching to PET.  Metal represents a significant proportion of total costs.  For example, 
the cost of the aluminium used to manufacture the body of a beverage can is 
approximately [CONFIDENTIAL] (around [CONFIDENTIAL] of the total cost).  This 
price has fluctuated between [CONFIDENTIAL] and [CONFIDENTIAL] in recent years.  
As far as Metlac is aware, metal packaging manufacturers have entered into “pass-
through” agreements based on the market price of metals.  This means that the entirety of 
any increase in the price of metals, such as aluminium, is automatically passed on to their 
customers.  Despite the significant increases witnessed in aluminium prices over recent 
years, customers have not switched from cans to PET as a result. 

                                                 
16  Source: www.rexam.com  
 
17  These figures are Metlac’s best estimates.  They are nevertheless consistent with the findings of the 

Bundeskartellamt, which concluded in its decision of April 24, 2012 (paragraph 102): “it should not be 
disregarded that metal packaging coatings only account for a minor portion of the total manufacturing 
costs. For beverage cans, all lacquers used (interior lacquers, top coating and base lacquers) account only 
for a share of total costs of below 10% for most of the beverage can manufacturers. Therefore, it cannot be 
excluded that the lack of economic interest to switch is also a reason for the lack of customer switching.”  
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V. Conclusion 

24. For all of these reasons, there can be no expectation that packaging companies (or their 
customers) would switch from metal packaging to PET packaging in response to even a 
significant increase in the price of metal packaging coatings.  Rather, any such increase 
would simply impact on the profitability of packaging manufacturers and the prices they 
are able to offer food and drink companies. 

 

July 5, 2012 
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ANNEX 1 

Examples of Soft Drink Advertisements  

 

 

 

 

 

 


