
BAGGING & SUSTAINABILITY

I t is an accepted fact within the cement 
industry that the modern paper sack 
has superior functionality, productivity 

and cost effectiveness. High-porous 
strong paper sacks without perforation 
holes enable producers of powdered 
goods to reduce the amount of paper per 
sack required, achieve high filling speeds 
and eliminate dusting and product waste. 
But not only are paper sacks excellent in 
functional respects – they also act as an 
actual carbon sink in that they draw their 
renewable raw materials from the ever 
growing reserve of European long fibre 
forests. 

We are led to believe that the Lafarge 
study makes invalid assumptions 
regarding the levels of wastage when 
using paper bags for cement packaging, 

as well as the importance of landfill in the 
disposal of paper bags. Besides, it is not 
clear from the article whether the study 
is based on cement or other building 
materials, and what packing alternatives 
and bag designs are compared. 

According to the study, environmental 
impact is caused mainly by product 
wastage due to damaged bags. Plastic 
bags are supposed to break less often 
than paper bags, making them better for 
the environment. Note that the study 
does not claim plastic to be a superior 
material as such compared to paper, from 
an environmental perspective.

Allegedly, cement waste is 11 per cent 
in paper packaging and four per cent 
in plastic packaging. This substantial 
difference contradicts Billerud’s studies, 

which show actual breakage levels of 
1-2 per cent in the filling and transport 
chain from a regular cement plant. 
Except breakage, wastage can be caused 
by pre-hydration – cement reacting 
with moisture and thereby changing its 
properties. This is obviously subject to 
the storage and climate conditions as 
well as the packaging and the cement 
composition, factors which all affect the 
shelf life of the cement. Billerud’s expert 
sources maintain that the turnover time 
for cement is too short for pre-hydration 
to lead to wastage of the suggested 
proportions.

Realistically, what cement supplier or 
customer could sustain cement losses of 
around 10 per cent on a regular basis? 
We would be very surprised, if not out of 

In the October 2008 issue of ICR, Lafarge Cement UK argues, via 
a commissioned study, that plastic packaging of cement has lower 
environmental impact and costs than paper packaging. We applaud 
Lafarge for raising the issue, and would be delighted to have an open 
discussion about the life-cycle environmental impacts of different 
packaging alternatives. But such a discussion is meaningful only if data 
sources, assumptions and calculation methods are clearly presented and 
available for third party analysis.
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business, if we saw users of modern high-
performance paper sacks suffer cement 
losses of 11 per cent.

Landfill is correctly a driver for 
environmental impact. An EU-Directive 
states that by 2016 the part of organic 
material disposed in a landfill should 
be less than 40 per cent. The Lafarge 
study is likely showing the situation 
in the UK, with one of the highest 
proportions of landfill disposal within 
the EU. Sweden, for example, does 
not use landfill at all for organic 
material, but incinerates it and uses 
this for heating of households, thus 
reducing the usage of oil or coal. 
Therefore, the study’s emphasis 
given to landfill is highly inflated 
from a general perspective.

Consequently, two facts make the 
study’s results highly uncertain:
• inflated assumptions regarding 
the levels of wastage when using 
paper bags, and the importance of 
landfill in disposal of paper bags

• Lafarge’s unwillingness to give any 
details from the study.

Lafarge’s reluctance to disclose details 

makes it impossible to judge under what 
circumstances the study’s results could 
possibly be valid. Readers miss a valuable 
opportunity to learn from it and Lafarge 
UK risks degrading the industry’s efforts 
for the environment by such claims.

Billerud now suggests disclosing the full 
study to encourage a joint responsibility 
for the environment. Clearly presented 
assumptions, data sources and calculating 
methods are crucial in all research aspiring 
to be taken seriously. This is certainly 
true in this case where, in our opinion, 
the results are inconclusive, maybe even 
outright flawed, and other studies show 
the opposite.

Therefore, we at Billerud can confidently 
say that paper is still a clear choice for 
both environmental sustainability and cost 
effectiveness. The Lafarge Group is in fact 
the world’s largest user of paper sacks 
for cement, which suggests that most of 
the Lafarge companies worldwide also 
understand the benefits of using paper 
sacks. _____________________________ I
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BAGGING & PACKAGING

The Cement Packaging Eco-

Efficiency Analysis, undertaken by

leading independent environmental

consultants BASF, has found that plastic

has a lower environmental impact

across its full lifecycle than the current

paper alternatives, demonstrating that

polyethylene-packed cement materials

are a more sustainable and cost-effective

option for those across the sector.

Plastic bags have been proven to be 39

per cent more environmentally sustainable

than paper alternatives, mainly due to the

reduction in the amount of product lost

or wasted through damaged bags at the

merchant and end user site (see Figure 1).

Plastic has also been shown to have a 45

per cent lower carbon footprint compared

to paper, which is predominantly driven

by less wastage at the merchant and end-

user site and the effects of paper when

sent to landfill (see Figure 2).

Key to the better sustainability

argument of plastic bag usage compared

to paper bags is energy consumption

(see Figure 3), as 14 per cent less energy

is used in manufacturing plastic-packed

cement when compared with the same

amount of paper packaging, taking into

account the additional cost of replacing

any material packed in traditional material

that may had been wasted.

Cement packaging influences both merchants and end-users’ margins and

environmental targets. A groundbreaking independent study commissioned

by Lafarge Cement UK has revealed the true environmental impact, and

increased value, of using plastic as a material to package cement.
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Energy Requirement base on a customer benefit of 60 bags 

Energy Consumption 

Figure 1: from cradle to grave, plastic bags are 39 per cent more environmentally-friendly than the

current paper alternative

Figure 2: plastic has a 45 per cent lower carbon footprint compared to paper

Figure 3: on a cradle to grave basis, energy consumption of plastic is 14 per cent lower than paper

Below: Lafarge’s article ICR October 2008. In reply, 

Billerud looks to stimulate an open debate


