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Key Findings

Figure 1: 2024 audit results

See page 14 for detailed  
Key Findings
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TBC

Plastics (single-use) banned as of 1 September 2024 ACT NSW NT QLD SA TAS VIC WA

Bread tags

Coffee cups (non-compostable)

Cotton bud sticks

Cutlery & drink stirrers

EPS food trays (Expanded Polystyrene)

Fruit & veg produce bags (non-compostable)

Fruit & veg stickers (non-compostable)

Heavyweight carry bags  

Microbeads in rinse-o�  personal care products

Straws

KEY:    Banned      Ban yet to commence      Proposed (not confi rmed)

Figure 2. State and Territory single-use plastic bans relevant to Australian supermarkets
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International Policy
In March 2022, the United Nations (UN) 
Environment Assembly adopted a historic 
resolution to develop an international legally 
binding instrument on plastic pollution, including 
in the marine environment. This is known as  
the Global Plastics Treaty.

The Global Plastics Treaty aims to end plastic 
pollution. It is a unique opportunity for critical 
and urgent global action needed to address 
the full life cycle of plastics, including production, 
use and disposal. The treaty is likely to include 
provisions on chemicals of concern, design 
elements and financing mechanisms for 
implementation.

Since 2022, member states have met at four 
intergovernmental negotiating committee 
meetings (INCs). The committee is expected to 
complete negotiations for the treaty text by the 
end of 2024 at INC-5. 

Snapshot of European Union Packaging Waste Regulations

The European Union’s Packaging and Packaging Waste Regulation 2024 aims to reduce 
packaging waste across member states. The regulations introduce obligations for producers 
to take responsibility for the full life cycle of their packaging. Producers of packaging selling 
into the European Union will be required to pay Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) fees 
to offset waste management costs by 2028. 

Other key measures include:

•	 Progressive packaging reduction targets (15% by 2040 from 2018 baseline).

•	 All packaging must be recyclable or reusable by 2030. 

•	 Plastic packaging must contain between 10-35% recycled content by 2030,  
and 25-65% by 2040 (depending on type). 

•	 All States must introduce container deposit schemes for cans and bottles.

Businesses must abide by new rules, such as bans on plastic packaging on fresh produce and 
plastic packaging used to group individually-wrapped items, requirements for reusable options 
in takeaway food and beverage products, and limits to how much empty space is allowed 
in packaging.

Unwrapped 2024 Audit Report

8





Figure 3. Waste hierarchy

Adapted from CSIRO Standards Mapping.

Methodology
To ensure data is comparable, the audit 
methodology is largely unchanged from 
2023. In response to feedback in 2023, minor 
amendments were made to the survey and the 
way that data was collected for the 2024 audit. 

In June 2024, the survey gathering data for 
the 2024 audit report was sent to all four 
supermarkets. Supermarkets were provided 
with three months to complete the survey. 
Woolworths, Coles, and Metcash were 
responsive during this period, and provided data 
in time for inclusion in this report. In addition 
to this data, desktop research was conducted 
to ensure all relevant data was considered in 
this assessment. Despite strong engagement 
in 2023 and multiple opportunities to provide 
information, Aldi provided minimal data for the 
2024 assessment. All other data used to assess 
Aldi in this report has been gathered by AMCS 
project staff from publicly available information. 

Supermarkets were assessed against the 
same five categories as in 2023, developed 
with consideration of the policies and actions 
most likely to reduce plastic pollution - in line 
with the waste hierarchy. Supermarket results 
against these criteria are discussed from  
page 12 to page 49. For more information on 
our recommendations for supermarkets, see 
page 57.

Metcash stores (such as IGA or Foodland) are 
independently owned and run stores, therefore 
some questions do not apply to Metcash and 
their operating structure. For this reason, the 
maximum score in some sections may differ 
depending on the supermarket. This ensures 
all supermarkets are assessed fairly.
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Summary of Results

Stronger engagement by supermarkets and increased data provision in 
2024 has improved some scores, but there is insufficient evidence of 
overall plastic reduction across the four major supermarkets. 

Lack of transparency is still a significant issue in 2024. None of the supermarkets disclose their overall 
use of single-use plastic packaging, nor do they reveal sufficient data to calculate reductions in their 
overall plastic footprint. 

Table 2. Detailed supermarket performance in 2024

Supermarket

Transparency
Plastic 

Reduction Reuse Recycling

Policy, 
Planning & 

Governance Total 
Weighted 

ScoreWeighting: 
10% of final 

score

Weighting: 
40% of final 

score

Weighting: 
20% of final 

score

Weighting: 
20% of final 

score

Weighting:  
10% of final 

score

It’s a 
start

Not 
Good

30%

33%

23%

36%

13%

21%

27% 22% 8% 32%

39%

* 21%+ 9% 13% 35%

38%

23%

20%

*

76%

*� Insufficient data provided or publicly available to assess performance
+ Result subject to change with publication of 2023 sustainability report

Key:

53%

Good

*

*
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21 Transparency is lacking, and 
reporting is still fragmented

This year saw marked improvements in 
supermarket-provided data, but despite 
these improvements, data is still fragmented 
and does not tell the whole story. Australian 
supermarkets do not disclose their overall 
plastic packaging footprint. 

In the UK, supermarket chain Tesco has 
been reporting on its plastic packaging 
footprint since 2018, showing total tonnage 
of packaging placed on market for both 
own-brand and branded products, as well 
as a breakdown of plastic packaging placed 
on market and recycled content in own-
brand packaging. Supermarkets in Australia 
report to the Australian Packaging Covenant 
Organisation (APCO), which aggregates data 
across all members, and does not publicly 
report on progress for individual companies or 
across the industry. 

Supermarkets continue to charge 
more for loose fresh produce

In July 2024, supermarket shoppers across 
Australia conducted hundreds of surveys 
comparing the price per kilogram of fresh 
produce items sold either loose or pre-
packaged. In 73% of cases, shoppers found 
it is more expensive to buy produce loose 
than pre-packaged. Price differences ranged 
from a few cents, up to $1.48 per kilogram 
difference. This is especially bad news for 
shoppers who regularly purchase carrots, 
onions, oranges and potatoes; these are some 
of the items most likely to be more expensive 
loose compared to pre-packed.

This price difference penalises shoppers for 
purchasing smaller quantities or buying just 
what their household needs, or are forced into 
buying plastic wrapped produce to secure the 
lower price point (see ‘Case Study: Shoppers 
regularly penalised for avoiding plastic in 
fresh produce’ on page 30).

Key Findings

“�It doesn’t actually make any real logical sense for a loose item to 
cost almost double in price/kg compared to the same item packaged 
in plastic. To secure the lower price you’re forced to potentially buy 
more than you might actually need quantity wise due to it being 
packaged as a kilo of apples. Which is likely a huge contributing 
factor to food waste, just another blight on the struggling planet 
being exacerbated by giant conglomerates.”

Supermarket shopper survey responses
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4

5Reuse and refill systems have made 
minimal improvement

There remains a lack of opportunity for 
customers to choose reusable packaging in 
Australian supermarkets. Globally, there are 
calls for an urgent transition to reuse - but 
that message has not translated to change 
in Australian supermarkets. While there have 
been some promising developments in 
concentrated dissolvable tablets for cleaning 
products (drastically reducing packaging and 
the need to transport water), there are many 
opportunities for reuse in the supermarket 
space which have not yet been explored. 

Packaging throughout the supply chain can 
generate significant amounts of waste. All four 
supermarkets are improving their reuse of 
packaging for back-of-house and transport 
operations, such as reusable produce crates - 
removing the need for single-use cardboard 
boxes - and reusable pallets.

Supermarkets are still placing too 
much emphasis on recycling of 
packaging, not removal

All four supermarkets state they are working 
towards the National Packaging Target for 
all packaging to be recyclable, reusable or 
compostable by 2025 - a target set by APCO 
that places the same emphasis on reduction 
as resource recovery, despite different 
prioritisations in the waste hierarchy (see 
Figure 3 on page 10). 

Woolworths has set a clear and time-bound 
target for reducing plastic packaging made 
from virgin materials by 50% by 2025. This 
target is in addition to the National Packaging 
Targets, and is a positive step. However,  
as this target applies to virgin plastic, as 
opposed to overall plastic reduction, it does 
not go far enough to reduce the impact of 
plastic pollution. See ‘Overall plastic reduction 
vs virgin plastic reduction’ on page 32 for  
more details. 

Customers do not have sufficient 
options to avoid plastic packaging

Surveys conducted by supermarket shoppers 
in July 2024 demonstrate a lack of choice for 
customers who are trying to avoid plastic 
packaging. In an assessment of five common 
household items, on average the majority 
of products available on the shelf are either 
entirely packaged in plastic, or comprise of 
mixed packaging formats - a combination 
of two or more materials, such as plastic, 
cardboard and foil. Supermarkets have 
ample opportunities to minimise or improve 
packaging, giving customers more choice. 
To read more about these results, see ‘Case 
Study: Lack of transparent data an issue for 
future policy’ on page 45.

“�All of them are packaged 
in plastic.”

“�All rice is packaged in plastic, 
exception Arborio and 
Japanese Rice which are in 
cardboard but plastic inside.”
Supermarket shopper survey responses

Unwrapped 2024 Audit Report

15



Since the release of the 2023 audit report, progress toward implementing 
the recommended ‘quick wins’ for supermarkets has been slow.

1. Eliminate single-use plastic produce 
bags and plastic produce stickers

Coles and Woolworths have replaced single-use 
plastic produce bags with compostable produce 
bags ahead of state bans on plastic produce 
bags in South Australia and Western Australia 
(see Figure 2 on page 7). At this stage there are 
no plans to make this swap in other jurisdictions, 
due in part to a lack of collection and processing 
options for commercially compostable 
packaging and legislation requiring them to do 
so. South Australia is banning plastic produce 
stickers (with exemptions for compostable 
stickers) in 2025, and other jurisdictions are 
considering this change as part of their next 
steps. Metcash stated they “comply with all state 
and territory laws”. Aldi did not comment.

2. Introduce reusable containers 
for deli items and delivery

Coles has expanded bring your own (BYO) 
container trials to all stores in South Australia, 
allowing customers to use their own containers 
for some deli items. Woolworths previously 
conducted trials, but has not progressed this 
initiative, stating a lack of customer demand is 
preventing a continuation or expansion of this 
trial. Metcash has not provided any evidence  
of reusable containers at delis in supermarkets,  
or guidelines encouraging independent retailers 
to do so. Aldi does not have deli counters in  
any stores.

3. Phase out pre-packaged plastic 
straws and cutlery

Woolworths has phased out single-use plastic 
straws on own-brand juice boxes, and single-
use plastic cutlery in salads and noodle cups 
as a result of regulations in some states and 
territories. Due to incoming state and territory 
bans, Woolworths has instructed suppliers of 
branded products to remove pre-packaged 
single-use plastic straws and cutlery in all 
products. Metcash brands still contain single-use 
plastic straws in pre-packaged products. Coles 
has stated that these items are being phased 
out, but this reduction has not been quantified.

4. Reduce or phase out individually 
wrapped small serving sizes

The four supermarkets made no comments on 
removing individually wrapped small serving 
sizes. These small packaging formats are often 
littered and difficult to collect and sort for 
recycling. Some supermarkets have stated that 
health organisations encourage these items for 
portion control. Examples of items still readily 
available on supermarket shelves include 
individually-wrapped cheese slices, multi-pack 
instant noodles, packs of fresh noodles, lunchbox 
items such as chips, and bakery items such as 
banana bread. In the European Union, plastic 
packaging to contain multiple plastic-wrapped 
items will soon be banned. 

5. Require loose fresh produce  
to be cost-competitive against 
packaged produce

Woolworths told us it does not have a policy in 
place to ensure unpackaged fresh produce is 
cost-competitive. Metcash, Aldi, and Coles made 
no comment on policies requiring unpackaged 
fresh produce being cost-competitive. In 2024, 
results from shopper surveys showed that this 
has not improved, with the majority of items 
still more expensive when sold loose (see ‘Case 
Study: Shoppers regularly penalised for avoiding 
plastic in fresh produce’ on pg 30).
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Brand Performance
Table 3. Overall supermarket performance in 2024

Rank Supermarket Overall weighted score 2023 result

1 Woolworths 38% 10% (3rd)

2 Metcash 23% 3% (4th)

3 Coles 20% 15% (2nd)

4 Aldi * 20% (1st)

* �Insufficient data provided or publicly available to assess performance
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1st Place - Woolworths

Woolworths Highlights:

1. Leading the way on problematic plastics  
Woolworths set and achieved a more ambitious 
timeline to eliminate problematic plastics than 
those outlined by APCO. 

APCO set targets for certain problematic plastics 
to be phased out by 2025, but Woolworths set its 
own target - to eliminate specific items by 2024. 
Aldi lost the top spot to Woolworths in 2024, who 
was able to provide evidence of reducing certain 
single-use items. 

2. Concentrated dissolvable tablets helping 
reduce packaging in cleaning products

In order to reduce disposable packaging for 
cleaning products, Woolworths developed a 
range of own-brand dissolvables. These are 
concentrated tablets which customers place 
inside existing packaging (such as a spray 
bottle), fill with water, and use as normal. 
In addition to their own-brand products, 
Woolworths also stock other brands, and have 
developed a display in selected stores to 
highlight these products with customers. 

3. Plastic reduction target (but only for  
virgin plastics)

Woolworths has set a target to reduce its virgin 
plastics by 50% by 2025. This target has seen 
significant strides in using more recycled content 
in own-brand packaging. Woolworths made 
good progress towards this target in 2022-23 
(32% achieved).

Woolworths Lowlights:

1. Not enough movement on reuse

As the largest supermarket by market share, 
Woolworths has opportunities to lead the way 
on upscaling reusable packaging formats, 
helping to normalise these systems and 
behaviours. Despite examples of reuse and 
refill already occurring in other retail stores and 
smaller independently owned supermarkets, 
Woolworths has not progressed new reuse trials. 
We identify areas of operation where reuse 
should be strongly considered for adoption as 
early as possible - see ‘Recommendations for 
supermarkets’ on page 57 for more.

2. Not enough plastic reduction in  
fresh produce

In both 2023 and 2024, supermarket shopper-
conducted surveys have shown that loose fresh 
produce is consistently more expensive than 
pre-packaged produce. Woolworths has stated 
it has no policy that requires fresh produce to be 
cost-competitive; this penalises shoppers who 
live in smaller households, or are actively trying 
to avoid plastic packaging. 

Across all four supermarkets, packaged fresh 
produce was cheaper than loose produce in 73% 
of cases. Shoppers who conducted the survey 
in Woolworths supermarkets found that the 
packaged option was cheaper in 77% of cases. 
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2nd Place - Metcash

Metcash Highlights:

1. ‘Waste Guidelines for grocery stores’ 
document provides prioritised advice

Metcash has developed guidelines for grocery 
stores in an attempt to share best practice 
sustainability advice on waste management for 
independent grocery stores. These guidelines, 
structured to follow the waste hierarchy (see 
Figure 3 on page 10), provide information to 
store owners and managers on reduction 
of waste, waste diversion opportunities, and 
food waste minimisation. It also highlights 
the potential benefits to the business owners, 
mainly around reduced operating costs and 
minimising stock that cannot be sold. Metcash is 
unable to put policies in place for independently 
owned stores, so these guidelines are a good 
start to support store owners to improve their 
waste outcomes. 

2. Sustainable packaging guidelines for 
suppliers ensures new product packaging is 
compliant

Last year we recommended that Metcash make 
their sustainable packaging guidelines public, 
as the other three supermarkets had. Since the 
2023 audit, Metcash has made these guidelines 
publicly available. While the guidelines are 
not strictly enforced, Metcash states that they 
are used to ensure new own-brand product 
packaging is compliant and in line with APCO 
recommendations.

3. Reusable produce crates in trial

Metcash was awarded points for reusing pallets, 
and for trialling reusable produce crates in one 
distribution centre. Reusable produce crates are 
quickly becoming commonplace in supermarkets 
and fresh food markets, and we encourage 
Metcash to implement reusable produce crates 
at all distribution centres.

Metcash Lowlights:

1. Minimal progress on phasing out unnecessary 
and problematic single-use plastic items

Beyond the items which have been regulated in 
some states and territories, Metcash has not yet 
demonstrated adequate progression towards 
phasing out priority items (as identified by APCO) 
by 2025. While Metcash states it has removed 
some items (fragmentable plastics, expanded 
polystyrene (EPS) in food and beverage, and 
EPS loose-fill packaging), it did not provide an 
update on the other items on the list. 

2. Lack of innovation and leadership to achieve 
packaging reductions

While the other supermarkets have 
demonstrated innovation in packaging design 
and trials to assist in reducing packaging, 
Metcash appears to rely the most heavily 
on legislation. Metcash has not publicly 
demonstrated innovation or leadership to  
reduce or improve own-brand packaging. 

3. Missed opportunity to learn from 
independent store owners

Examples of sustainable packaging initiatives in 
independently owned IGA stores are available, 
but Metcash is failing to learn from these stores. 
There are examples of IGA stores with extensive 
reuse and refill sections, as well as systems for 
returning some reusable packaging for cleaning 
products, but there is little evidence of Metcash 
taking inspiration from these initiatives for own-
brand packaging or store guidelines. 
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3rd Place - Coles

Coles Highlights:

1. Reuse at South Australian deli counters

Coles continues to allow South Australian 
shoppers to bring their own containers when 
shopping at the deli counter. Coles has some 
rules around what containers they will accept 
(no glass due to risk of breakages and potential 
contamination as a result), finding a way 
to navigate safety concerns while allowing 
customers choice to reduce disposable plastic 
packaging without financial penalty. This shows 
significant leadership. 

2. Trialling reuse in home delivery

During the 2023-24 financial year, Coles 
expanded its swap-a-box trial, allowing 
customers to have their grocery home deliveries 
and collect orders delivered in a reusable crate 
made from recycled plastic. However, this trial 
has recently concluded, and Coles has not yet 
provided further information on the future of  
the initiative. 

3. Some packaging changes in fresh produce 
remove unrecyclable plastic packaging

This year Coles unveiled new packaging 
formats for imperial mandarins, swapping 
an unrecyclable plastic net bag for a 
kerbside recyclable paper net bag. Removing 
packaging entirely should be the focus of 
the supermarket’s efforts, and material 
substitutions in packaging can have unintended 
consequences; however this swap is a small 
step in the right direction in reducing the 
disposable plastic packaging on shelves, and 
providing customers with more opportunities to 
avoid single-use plastic packaging. 

Coles Lowlights:

1. Little evidence of plastic reduction overall

Coles states it has eliminated some problematic 
and unnecessary single-use plastic items, 
yet little progress has been made on items 
beyond state and territory bans (see Figure 
2 on page 7). Coles did not provide sufficient 
evidence of reduction across all problematic and 
unnecessary single-use plastic items as defined 
by APCO, but states it has reduced use of some 
items such as EPS for food and beverage, and 
rigid PVC. 

2. Trailing behind in transparency

Coles did not disclose enough data to quantify 
the scale of plastic packaging used through its 
operations. Citing commercial sensitivity, Coles 
has avoided providing any data demonstrating 
tonnage or units of plastic packaging, either 
placed on market, or even reduced through 
changes to packaging or removal of packaging. 
This lack of transparency two years in a row 
is a concerning trend for the second-largest 
supermarket by market share. In comparison, 
Coles’ closest competitor Woolworths provided 
a higher level of data in 2024.

3. Not enough plastic reduction in fresh produce

Coles continues to charge more for loose 
fresh produce and does not give customers 
adequate opportunities to choose plastic free 
without being financially penalised. In Coles 
supermarkets, pre-packaged fresh produce was 
cheaper than loose produce in 72% of cases.
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4th Place - Aldi

Aldi Highlights:

1. The Australasian Recycling Label (ARL) is 
displayed on the majority own-brand products

Included in the small amount of data provided 
by Aldi is the updated figures for display of 
the ARL on own-brand products. Aldi now has 
the ARL on 85.8% of own-brand products, an 
increase from 78% in 2023.

2. Better price equity in fresh produce for 
customers

In surveys conducted by shoppers, packaged 
fresh produce was found to be cheaper than 
loose fresh produce in 73% of cases. Surveys 
conducted in Aldi stores showed better price 
equity for customers, with packaged fresh 
produce found to be cheaper than loose fresh 
produce in 53% of cases.

Aldi Lowlights:

1. Significant delays in reporting period

Aldi is placed last for the 2024 audit, as despite 
its reporting period ending 31 December, as at 
14 November 2024, Aldi has still not published its 
2023 sustainability results. In contrast, the other 
three supermarkets all reported on their results 
within three months of the end of their reporting 
period (financial year). Aldi had been leading 
the pack on transparency in 2023, but with 
limited data publicly available, Aldi has not been 
able to receive any further scores for this audit.

Purchase as stock
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Transparency

Key criteria

•	 Provision of data on volume of packaging by polymer (mass and unit)
•	 Provision of data for own-brand and branded packaging
•	 Provision of data on compostable packaging usage (mass and unit)
•	 Provision of data on problematic single-use plastics (i.e. EPS, plastic bags, 

carbon black plastics)
•	 Provision of data on secondary / tertiary packaging (i.e. promotional displays, 

packaging for shipping)

Supermarkets have very few reporting 
requirements when it comes to their plastic 
packaging footprint, making it difficult to 
understand the piecemeal and cherry-
picked statistics used in media releases and 
sustainability reports. In some cases, there 
have been significant improvements to plastic 
reductions and transparency, but the sector still 
has a long way to go.

In our 2023 audit, Aldi led the pack in this section, 
largely due to more detailed reporting on plastic 
packaging. However, Aldi’s sustainability report 
has not yet been published as at 14 November 
2024, therefore minimal data has been provided 
for this assessment. This is an 11 month delay in 
reporting from the end of their reporting period, 
in comparison to the other three supermarkets 
which have published sustainability reports 
within three months. 

Woolworths, the largest supermarket by 
market share, has taken out the top spot for 
transparency in this year’s audit. Showing 
significant improvement from the baseline 
assessment, Woolworths provided a greater 
breakdown of the overall reduction of 
problematic and unnecessary single-use plastic 
as defined by APCO, as well as providing 
tonnage reduction of virgin plastic (towards 
its target of reducing virgin plastic by 50%). 
Our 2023 audit uncovered a shocking lack of 
transparency across the top four supermarkets 
in Australia. Improvement on this metric by 
the largest supermarket by market share is a 
welcome change.

Table 4. Supermarket results for transparency section

Ranking Supermarket Points 2024 Score 2023 Score

1 Woolworths 7/15 53% 5% ^

* Aldi */15 * 33% ^

* Coles */15 * 10% ^

* Metcash */14 * 5% ^

* �Insufficient data provided or publicly available to assess performance
^ Change to scoring criteria in 2024: results not directly comparable - see below
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Aldi, Coles, and Metcash have all gone 
backwards in this category since 2023, mainly 
due to changes in scoring of one critical 
question: Is your company committed to 
transparently reporting annually on its plastic 
footprint? ^ In 2023, partial scores were awarded 
for the publication of annual sustainability 
reports and provision of some data to indicate 
plastic reductions. For 2024, supermarkets 
were able to obtain 1 point for this question for 
publishing total plastic packaging placed on 
market by tonnage (0.5) and number of units 
(0.5). None of the supermarkets scored any 
points for this question in 2024.	

Woolworths is alone at the front, with all 
other supermarkets scoring poorly. This once 
again highlights the need for increased 
pressure for reporting on plastic packaging. 
International examples have shown that it is 
possible for supermarkets to report on their 
plastic packaging footprint (see ‘Case Study: 
Transparent reporting on plastic footprint’ on 
page 25), but the supermarkets assessed in 
Australia cite ‘commercial sensitivity’.

Metcash, IGA, Foodland: same-same but different?

This audit investigates the four main supermarket brands by market share - Woolworths, Coles, 
Aldi, and Metcash. Metcash has a different business and operating structure to the other three 
supermarkets assessed in this report, in that it doesn’t own or run its supermarket retail stores.  
Instead, stores (such as IGA, Foodworks and Foodland) are independently owned and managed. 

Because of this different structure, Metcash cannot direct store owners to adhere to policies beyond 
legislation, and therefore some questions do not apply to Metcash and their operating structure.  
For this reason, the maximum score in some sections may differ depending on the supermarket.  
This ensures all supermarkets are assessed fairly. For example, some IGA stores may offer delivery, 
but it is not organised and run by Metcash. Similarly, Aldi does not offer home delivery. The questions 
relating to home delivery have been removed from these supermarkets’ overall available points.

Metcash has been included in this audit because it sells own-brand products to its stores, and 
therefore needs to take responsibility for the products and packaging it produces. While Metcash 
cannot direct stores to implement policies, they can develop guidelines for stores, communicating  
best practice guidance on waste minimisation, procurement, resource recovery, and other 
sustainability elements. 

Own-brand vs branded products

When asked the proportion of own-brand products versus other branded products on supermarket 
shelves, Woolworths, Coles, and Metcash stated that the majority of products on their shelves were 
not own-brand products. So whose responsibility is it? And what can supermarkets do about it?

Supermarkets have a voluntary code of conduct which dictates how relationships between 
supermarkets and suppliers should be conducted. As a result, supermarkets claim they cannot 
demand packaging changes from suppliers, unless regulated by at least one state or territory in  
an area where they operate. This code of conduct attempts to ensure suppliers are treated fairly by 
supermarkets who hold significant market share in Australia, but this also lets supermarkets off the 
hook for the impact of products and packaging they profit from by stocking in their stores. 
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In its 2022 sustainability report, Aldi announced 
a 77.3% reduction of these items. However, due 
to significant delays in its reporting, Aldi was not 
able to be assessed against its 2023 data. Coles 
state some reductions across these items, but 
was not able to provide progress on all items, 
nor was it able to quantify the reductions in 
tonnage. Metcash confirmed some items had 
been successfully phased out in 2023, two years 
ahead of the 2025 target, but was not able to 
provide an update on all items. 

According to supermarket reports, the removal 
of single-use plastic produce bags in South 
Australia and Western Australia in response 
to new state regulations has had a positive 
impact on the reduction of plastic packaging in 
supermarkets - as did the removal of lightweight 
plastic carry bags in 2018, and the removal of 
heavyweight plastic shopping bags in 2023. 
However, these examples highlight the strategy 
of swapping from one disposable plastic item 
to another. Additionally, without transparent 
reporting, it is impossible to know whether plastic 
produce bags are being replaced with pre-
packaged produce - potentially nullifying any 
progress made through eliminating the bags  
in store. Supermarkets should be focusing  
on the most critical elements - the removal  
of packaging in the first instance.
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APCO priorities

The Australian Packaging Covenant Organisation (APCO) is the organisation currently 
in charge of setting and managing the 2025 National Packaging Targets, and providing 
advice to businesses to help them reduce packaging waste. 

All four supermarkets assessed in this report are members of APCO - meaning they are 
required to report certain information about their packaging and products to APCO. APCO 
aggregates the data and reports on Australia’s progress as a whole.

In 2020 APCO identified nine priority items to be phased out by 2025. These “problematic 
and unnecessary single-use plastic packaging” items are identified below. While this list 
takes a great step towards decreasing some highly littered and unrecoverable plastic 
items, it detracts from the fact that all disposable packaging has the potential to be 
problematic, and many other forms of packaging are unnecessary. 

1.	 Lightweight plastic shopping bags

2.	 Fragmentable plastics

3.	 Expanded polystyrene (EPS) packaging for food and beverage service and retail  
fresh produce 

4.	 EPS loose fill packaging 

5.	 Moulded EPS packaging for white/brown goods and electronics

6.	 Rigid polyvinyl chloride (PVC) packaging

7.	 Rigid polystyrene (PS) packaging

8.	 Opaque polyethylene terephthalate (PET) bottles

9.	 Rigid plastic packaging with carbon black

Table 6. Supermarket progress towards phase-out of problematic and unnecessary items

Woolworths Coles Aldi Metcash

Progress 7 items eliminated 1 item eliminated
Limited data provided 
for remaining items.

1 item eliminated
Limited data 
provided for 
remaining items. 

4 items eliminated
Limited data 
provided for 
remaining items.

All four supermarkets have made progress towards phasing out these items - but examples 
remain on some supermarket shelves.
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Metcash has begun trialling reusable produce 
crates in one distribution centre, and Aldi has 
previously stated it uses reusable produce crates 
in stores as well. 

The results in this section demonstrate a need 
for more reusable and refillable packaging in 
Australia’s supermarkets. Packaging designed 
for reuse only works if there are systems in place 
to support it. This could include convenient return 
locations for packaging that doesn’t belong to 
the customer (for example, a bottle designed to 
be washed, returned, and refilled with soft drink, 
water, or milk), and standards for reusability. 

In Queensland, a standard was developed to 
ensure plastic bags sold as reusable were fit for 
purpose. This standard requires that a plastic 
bag is able to withstand a minimum of 125 
cycles (e.g. trips to the supermarket), and can 
carry 10kg. Standards like this help ensure that 
products sold as reusable are actually designed 
with reuse in mind, and gives customers 
assurance that the product will be durable 
enough for its intended purpose. 

Case Study: We’ve been using 
reusable packaging for decades

Australian households have readily embraced 
swap-and-go systems for decades. Gas 
canisters, commonly used for soda water makers 
and barbecues, are designed and manufactured 
for multiple uses, and are complemented by a 
system that enables convenient exchange.

Canisters are typically filled with carbon dioxide 
(CO2) for soda water machines or propane for 
barbecues, are purchased full and used within 
the household. Once empty, the canister is 
returned to an exchange point, and swapped for 
a full canister. In these systems, the packaging is 
refilled by the business and is used time and time 
again.

Supermarkets have the opportunity to implement 
this system for other household products- such 
as cleaning supplies, personal care items, and 
food packaging, to reduce our reliance on 
disposable packaging. 
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