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The Changing M&A Landscape of European 
Paper Recycling 

 

Analysis of the European paper recycling industry reveals an increased level of M&A activity, 

especially in terms of increased deal value. The majority of deals were done by multi-material 

recycling companies, but private equity (PE) and other investors have also emerged as a driving 

force for M&A in this sector. 

We believe that larger recycling (waste) companies will continue strengthening their regional 

and international positions while expanding their range of services. And, paper recycling will 

remain part of their M&A activities. As for smaller companies involved in paper recycling only, 

we expect them to grow mainly through horizontal integration. 

Paper Recycling: One Page of Many Playbooks 
As public and regulatory pressures to cut back on waste mount, many companies are rethinking 

their sustainability strategies to search for cleaner material alternatives that are easy to dispose of 

or recycle. Although plastic (packaging) waste is central to implementing these strategies, other 

waste categories, including paper, are also part of them. Additionally, recovered paper (RCP) 

markets have been undergoing several structural changes driven by China’s RCP import policies. 

India and South-East Asian countries are also gradually following China’s lead in enacting stricter 

solid waste import policies. This, in combination with RCP supply challenges owing to Covid-19, is 

driving European players across the paper (recycling) supply chain to look for new domestic 

recycling solutions. 

How do these developments impact the M&A landscape in the paper recycling industry? Which 

categories of M&A deals have become more relevant? Is consolidation a part of this circular 

economy market environment? 

Moving to the Next Strategic Level? 
The European paper recycling industry is revealing signs of a growing concentration, driven by a 

changing market landscape. Based on deals announced between 2010 and 2020, there have been 

60 notable M&A deals involving paper recycling (see Figure 1). Specifically, we analyzed all waste 

management deals that involved either a buyer or a seller present in the paper recycling 

business.1 The majority of these deals were done by multi-material recycling companies, among 

which UK (Reconomy, Ellgia, Biffa) and French (Paprec) domestic players were most active (see 

Figures 1 and 2). The deals included acquisitions of not only recycling assets (the majority of 

targets), but also service providers (e.g. environmental consultancy, waste management solutions, 

data management, logistics). Interestingly, while the majority of deals by other players took place 

across European borders, almost all acquisitions of the above active players took place in their 

home countries, aimed at strengthening their local/regional leadership first. However, Reconomy’s 

last two acquisitions of German companies in 2020 – the company’s first steps into the European 

and international market – show an ambition to grow in Europe as well. 

                                                                                                               
1 This is not an overview of all M&A activities in the waste and resource management industry. 

Waste management deals that involved paper recycling – alone or combined with other 

materials – and either a buyer or a seller active in the paper recycling business were included. 

Acquisitions of paper mills with integrated paper recycling units were not included. 
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In general, after a notable increase in 2012, the number of deals remained relatively flat between 

2010 and 2020. However, several trends indicate a shift in the M&A landscape. 

Figure 1: European M&A deals involving paper 

recycling per year, 2010-2020  

 Figure 2: European M&A deals by main player, 

2010-2020  

 

 

 

Note: Waste management deals that involved either a buyer or a seller present in the paper recycling business. Paper 

recycling – alone or combined with other materials – is part of the deal. Acquisitions of paper mills with an integrated paper 

recycling units are not included. Total number of deals = 60. 

*DS Smith and SAICA are corrugated paper packaging players. 

Source: Rabobank 2021 

Big Players in Action: Emergence of Circular Champions 

Despite the flat trend in deal count, the value of deals has been increasing over time, mainly due 

to bigger strategic moves of large waste management companies. These companies are active in 

multi-material recycling, including paper. The five largest deals – among which are the top three 

deals in 2020 – took place in the last three years (see Table 1). This trend accelerated the rapid 

growth of existing market leaders and the emergence of new ones to become frontrunners in the 

circular transformation. For instance, Shanks Group merged with Van Gansewinkel in 2017 to 

create Renewi. Similarly, Veolia, following its acquisition of 29.9% of Suez shares in 2020, 

submitted to Suez’s board an offer proposal for the remaining 70.1% of Suez shares in January 

2021. The value of this potential acquisition will reach a new high of EUR 11.3bn and lead to the 

emergence of a new circular champion. 

Table 1: Largest European M&A deals involving paper recycling businesses, 2010-2020 

Deal value Target Bidder Year 

EUR 5.4bn Viridor Waste Management Limited KKR 2020 

EUR 3.4bn* Suez (29.9% of shares) – via Engie Veolia 2021** 

EUR 482m Van Gansewinkel  Shanks Group 2017 

EUR 357m Suez Nordic AB PreZero International (Schwarz Group) 2020 

EUR 239m DCC Environmental Exponent Private Equity 2017 

Note: The selection of five largest deals is limited to deals with disclosed values. 

*Veolia announced its intention to buy Suez for EUR 11.2bn at a later stage. **Deal is not closed yet. 

Source: Rabobank 2021 
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Various Investors Are Interested 

In spite of the capital intensive nature of the recycling and waste management business, PE firms 

and other investors seem to show more interest in its growth opportunities. This is linked to a 

capacity gap between infrastructure and technologies. Two of the five largest M&A deals 

involving paper recycling businesses were closed by PE firms, namely KKR and Exponent Private 

Equity (see Table 1). However, KKR is already exploring the sale of the acquired Viridor’s waste and 

recycling subsidiary to simplify the portfolio (according to Reuters’ sources). 

The large acquisition of Tönsmeier (the fifth-largest recycling company in Germany, also in paper) 

by the Schwarz Group’s subsidiary GreenCycle (one of the largest trading companies) in 2018 is 

another example of a prominent investment, though of a different nature.2 This deal was seen as a 

game changer in that a multinational retail giant stepped into the multi-material recycling 

business and became the latest new player to enter the German recycling market. 

Germany’s Dual System Market Proves Attractive  

Although the trends in the European paper recycling market show signs of a consolidation, the 

German Dual System market is moving in the opposite direction. It is gradually becoming more 

diverse, with more top European recycling players, including pure paper ones, entering this 

market segment. 

In 1990, German industry founded the Dual System, which collects and recycles household 

packaging next to the existing municipal waste collection. This authorized packaging recycling 

system is operated by a number of providers. Dual System providers license the Grüne Punkt 

(Green Dot) packaging recycling symbol for manufacturers and ensure collection and recycling of 

packaging placed in the market by manufacturers. Manufacturers can only license their packaging 

with a German Dual System provider. 

In the past, the Dual System market was dominated by a single provider, Duales System 

Deutschland. Today, on the back of circular economy developments in Europe and implementation 

of Germany’s new Packaging Law (VerpackG), more companies see strategic opportunities in 

increasing packaging recycling rates and becoming a Dual System provider of packaging licensing 

(compliance) services. The new VerpackG law requires further packaging waste reduction by 

placing the responsibility on all producers – that is, not only manufacturers, but also importers, 

distributors, and e-commerce retailers placing goods for sale on the German market. 

In 2020, Smurfit Kappa – Europe’s largest corrugated paper packaging producer and RCP recycler 

– launched a new company called Recycling Dual in Germany. In the same year, UK’s heavyweight 

recycler Reconomy acquired Germany’s Noventiz Group (a Dual System provider). French Suez 

and Veolia have been operating their own ‘dual system’ (Veolia Umweltservice Dual) in Germany 

for a long while. In 2018, the Schwarz Group also entered the ‘dual system’ market by 

transforming its ‘dual system’ subsidiary SDL Sigma GmbH into the new PreZero Dual. Even 

Chinese funds have obtained a significant share of the market by acquiring a stake in Alba 

businesses, including Dual System Interseroh, in 2016. 

Interestingly, in 2018, Remondis announced its intention to acquire all shares in Duales System 

Deutschland Holding. The bid was, however, rejected in 2019 by the national competition 

regulator. 

                                                                                                               
2 The Schwarz Group is a multinational retail group that operates grocery shops 

under the Lidl and Kaufland brand. Financial details of this deal were not 

disclosed. 
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Horizontal Integration Drives Consolidation 

In response to the changing market landscape, European companies engaged in paper recycling 

are using several M&A strategies, but horizontal integration has been the most common one. 

Horizontal integration: With 38 deals, this 

was the most frequently used strategy in this 

industry and was mainly applied by bigger 

regional (paper) recycling and waste 

management companies to acquire smaller 

market peers largely within their own country 

(see Figure 3). Most of these deals took place in 

the UK and France, with Reconomy, Ellgia 

Recycling, and Biffa being the most active in 

the UK, and Paprec (37% owned by Financière 

Agache Private Equity) the most active in 

France. Combined, these four players were 

responsible for 27 deals in the analyzed period. 

Vertical integration: With 14 deals, this was 

the second most used strategy. Companies 

that opted for this strategy integrated different 

value chain elements, including: 

 Integration of recycling business into paper (packaging): Large paper packaging companies that 

are vertically integrated through upstream recycling – such as DS Smith, SAICA, Prinzhorn 

Holding – also continued to integrate paper recycling assets into their business to assure RCP 

sourcing. 

 Waste paper trade integration: Two players also strengthened their RCP procurement system by 

acquiring waste trade businesses. Examples include an acquisition of Waste Paper Trade by a 

subsidiary of Shanying International (paper packaging player) and an acquisition of Wasteaway 

Limited by Ellgia (recycling player). 

 Integration of paper (packaging) into recycling business: CVB Ecologistics acquired a paper mill, 

Papeterie Raon, with the aim of separate processing for liquid carton packaging. Though this 

strategy is limited to one deal only, it’s an example of a potential solution for difficult, recyclable 

grades of RCP. We might see more such examples in the future. 

The Race for Circular Leadership Gathers Pace 

The focus on a circular economy in Europe has led to an increased level of M&A activities involving 

paper recycling, especially in terms of increased deal value. Also, PE and other investors have 

emerged as an M&A driving force in this sector in the last two years. Remarkably, Covid-19 has not 

disrupted these trends. In their race for circular leadership, larger European multi-material recycling 

(waste) companies will continue strengthening their internationalization while expanding their 

range of services. And, paper recycling will remain part of their M&A activities. Also, recycling 

companies will continue looking for investors to financially support the implementation of their 

medium- and long-term growth strategies that require a lot of CAPEX. We expect that smaller 

companies involved in paper recycling only will grow mainly through horizontal integration. 

At the same time, paper packaging companies and other paper recycling players are becoming 

more active in boosting circular solutions for paper packaging recycling, especially to deal with 

more challenging recyclable paper packaging grades. This is extending beyond M&A activities 

and leading to other multiple strategic partnerships and collaborations, which we will discuss in a 

next article. 

 

Figure 3: European M&A deals involving paper 

recycling, by main strategy, 2010-2020 

 

Note: Total number of deals = 60. 

Source: Rabobank 2021 
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