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The 2024 European elections will mark a significant 
political transformation for EU citizens and 
businesses. I have great hope that this will bring a 
heightened response from the EU to the complex 
economic, geopolitical and climate challenges we 
face. I see it as an opportunity to drive wider positive 
change for the environment and consumers in a 
realistic way and support the industry on the path 
toward sustainable growth. 

As we embark on a new political cycle, I am thrilled 
to unveil the European soft drinks sector’s top 
policy ambitions for the EU legislative period 
(2024-2029), outlined in UNESDA’s Manifesto. 
The purpose of this document is to raise awareness 
of the sector and inform decision-makers of the 
industry’s expectations for shaping future EU food 
and sustainability policies.

We will be driven by our unwavering commitment 
to advancing sustainability and promoting 
healthier lifestyles. We will also strive to sustain our 
competitive position as a sector with a strong local 

dimension (over 500 production sites in Europe), 
actively contributing to prosperity and employment 
in Europe by supporting over 1.8 million jobs, both 
directly and throughout our supply chain. As a 
sector, we produce more than 97% of the soft drinks 
within the EU, from household names and heritage 
brands, through to distinctive drinks with local 
flavours.

We are a constructive sector and will actively engage 
with all stakeholders to build a more sustainable and 
healthier food and drink environment for Europeans 
within a supportive regulatory environment. We all 
know that only with enabling and science-based 
policies, based on thorough impact assessments, 
will we achieve meaningful progress together. Let’s 
join forces to make further positive impact.

PETER HARDING
President of UNESDA and CEO of  

Suntory Beverage & Food International

FOREWORD
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Rooted in the  
agricultural sector:
OVER

OVER

OVER

of SOFT DRINKS 
INGREDIENTS are  
sourced from WITHIN  
THE EU (e.g. apples, pears, 
sugar beet, and berries) 

Delivering almost 

Creating value throughout 
its SUPPLY CHAIN 
estimated to be WORTH 

Producing 

MORE THAN

of SOFT DRINKS 
WITHIN THE EU

The sector supports

in TAX CONTRIBUTIONS 
to EU Member States

Every job in the soft drinks sector supports 
a further 7 jobs in associated industries

JOBS throughout  
its VALUE CHAIN

The European soft drinks industry is a significant  
contributor to the EU economy and society:

85%

€34B
1.8M

€242B

97%

INTRODUCTION
Why the soft drinks industry matters
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Providing employment  
both directly and indirectly

There are
soft drinks  
PRODUCTION 
FACILITIES  
across the EU

500
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The new EU legislative term starting after the 
2024 European Parliament elections comes at a 
pivotal moment for the soft drinks industry, with 
a unique opportunity to align with the evolving 
expectations of our diverse stakeholders. Against 
the backdrop of a dynamic political and economic 
landscape characterised by post-Covid recovery, 
geopolitical tensions, inflationary pressures, and 
supply chain challenges, our industry is poised to 
make a positive impact. While each legislative term 
brings changes, challenges and opportunities, this 
term may be the time to reflect on what has been 
achieved and the impact of existing measures, 
to assess methodologically what remains to be 

done, and to focus on targeted actions. The past 
legislative term has been marked by a high level  
of legislative ambition. The EU Green Deal, 
especially two of its key building blocks – the 
EU Circular Economy Action Plan and the EU  
Farm-to-Fork Strategy, has led to the adoption 
of initiatives and legislation aiming to generate  
long-term changes in the way we produce and 
consume in Europe. The European soft drinks  
sector continues to support the ambition of the  
EU Green Deal and climate targets. There is now  
an urgent need to build the necessary enablers  
to support this massive transformation.

We firmly believe that collaboration among all 
stakeholders is the key to achieving meaningful 
and effective results. UNESDA and its members 
are dedicated to maintaining a constructive and 
collaborative approach with EU decision-makers 

and stakeholders. Together, we can advance Europe 
towards a highly competitive industry, balanced 
lifestyles for consumers and more sustainable 
business models.

LOOKING AHEAD: WHAT’S UP IN 2024?

THE POWER OF PARTNERSHIPS 

We will work collaboratively with all stakeholders to build a more 
sustainable and healthier food and  drink environment for the 

European consumer. Only with supportive and enabling policies 
will we be successful  together.

PETER HARDING
President of UNESDA Soft Drinks Europe and 

CEO of Suntory Beverage & Food International
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The agri-food sector is one of Europe’s most 
critically important sectors and an economic 
powerhouse for the EU. Joint industry efforts and an 
enabling policy framework are necessary to support 

it in scaling up the transition to ever more sustainable 
food systems, whilst allowing the sector to remain 
globally competitive and equipping it to deal with 
today’s market realities and future pressures. 

The European soft drinks sector is a front-runner 
in setting - and then going on to deliver - 
voluntary commitments to create a healthier and 
more sustainable food and drink environment for 
European citizens. We recognise our responsibility 
to our consumers, our society and our planet, and 
we are committed to driving positive change. 

Our priorities are articulated around two key 
pillars, Environment and Health & Nutrition, 
and are part of our sector’s proactive actions to 
contribute to the EU Green Deal, notably through 
a series of commitments made under the EU 
Code of Conduct on Responsible Food Business 
and Marketing Practices which we will continue  
to support. 

To reach the full potential of the soft drink sector’s ambitions and to keep creating value for the EU economy 
and society, support is needed from EU policymakers to continue driving the competitiveness of European 
industry through an enabling legislative framework. 

IN PARTICULAR, WE CALL ON POLICYMAKERS TO:

Ensure long-term policy coherence and legal certainty by prioritising the implementation of 
existing measures over developing new ones; 

Establish a streamlined legislative approach, providing regulatory certainty with workable 
timescales, ensuring new legislation is science-based, and built on thorough and high-quality  
impact assessments;

Secure a strong single market at the heart of EU policy, with uniform implementation of EU food 
and environmental legislation. This will avoid policy fragmentation and bring scale to our efforts;

Promote fairness across the food supply chain to ensure everyone plays their part, and  there is no 
discrimination against any specific food, drink or ingredient;

Support a growth-oriented fiscal policy based on adequacy, transparency, equity, and, most 
importantly, neutrality to avoid market distortions;

Foster cross-sector collaboration and multi-stakeholder dialogue, including through the EU Code 
of Conduct on Responsible Food Business and Marketing Practices which can serve as a platform  
for engagement.

OUR CALL FOR AN ENABLING 
LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

OUR
PILLARSENVIRONMENT HEALTH & NUTRITION
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https://www.fooddrinkeurope.eu/about-the-industry/


The increase of overweight and obesity across the 
EU population rightfully remains a public health 
priority issue, with more actions needed from across 
the entire food and drink industry to help citizens 
better manage their sugar, salt and fat intake. 

UNESDA is fully committed to helping Europeans 
in leading healthier lifestyles. 

The sector offers a wide variety of soft drinks – many 
of which contain no, or few, calories – encouraging 
balanced diets, while providing enjoyment and 
hydration. We support an EU agenda based on a 
multi-stakeholder approach and science-based 
policies, which directs Europeans towards a more 
balanced diet. 

With a view to making the “healthier choice the 
easy choice” - a key pillar of the EU Farm to Fork 
Strategy - UNESDA’s principal focus is to continue its 
long journey of promoting responsible marketing 
practices towards children and achieving sugar 
reduction through different levers, such as 
reformulation, offering smaller pack sizes for better 
portion control and nudging the consumer towards 
no- and low-calorie soft drinks.

UNESDA therefore announced in 2021 a set of new 
commitments to further help Europeans manage 
their intake of added sugars from soft drinks and 
enable moderate consumption.

When consumed in moderation, sugar-sweetened 
soft drinks can be part of a balanced and healthier 
lifestyle. To provide our consumers with choice and 
as part of our actions to support healthier lifestyles 
in Europe, UNESDA and its members have made 
significant investments in reformulation and 
new product development. As a result, no- and 
low-calorie versions now represent over 30 % of 
soft drinks sales across Europe – and over 40% in 
several markets. Our members have also increased 

the availability and range of small packs to support 
portion control and enable moderate consumption.

We remain the first and only sector to have 
committed to the EU call for a 10% average added 
sugars reduction by 2020, and in 2021 UNESDA 
committed again to reduce average added sugars 
in its soft drinks by another 10% from 2019-2025 
across the EU-27 and the UK. This will represent 
a 33% overall reduction in average added sugars 
since 2000.

REDUCING SUGAR INTAKE

OUR AMBITION

OUR KEY CONTRIBUTIONS  
& COMMITMENTS TO DATE:

A.
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PILLAR 1
Health and nutrition
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IMPLEMENTING A RESPONSIBLE SCHOOL POLICY 

Schools are the central setting for children’s 
learning experiences and have an impact on  
shaping their level of knowledge and exposure to 
influences, including related to food and beverages.

UNESDA therefore committed in 2006 not to 
sell any of its soft drinks in EU primary schools  
(through direct distribution) and to only use non-
branded vending machines in secondary schools. 
Since 2017, we reinforced this commitment by 
selling only no- and low- calorie soft drinks in EU 

secondary schools (through direct distribution). 
Compliance with those commitments has been 
most recently monitored through a third-party 
independent audit in 2022 in four representative 
countries and the results show high levels of 
compliance: 100% in primary schools and more than 
92% in secondary schools. 

UNESDA and its members will continue to intensify 
their efforts to ensure that our school commitments 
are fully implemented across the EU. 

WHAT ELSE NEEDS TO BE DONE? WE CALL ON POLICYMAKERS TO:

Ensure up-to-date and reliable pan-European monitoring of food and drink consumption intakes 
and patterns to better understand what interventions can be effective;

Develop evidence-based policies that do not discriminate against ingredients approved as safe for 
use by health authorities, and which enable food innovation; 

Support science-based, harmonised and non-discriminatory labelling policies to help consumers 
make informed choices; 

Recognise the important role of low- and no-calorie sweeteners to achieve public health objectives, 
including reducing overweight and obesity;

Encourage other food and drink sectors to take similarly stringent voluntary initiatives as UNESDA 
to reformulate products and, in general, support self-regulatory initiatives which can deliver  
swift results.

Over the past 15 years, UNESDA and its members 
have implemented an effective responsible 
marketing code of conduct in full respect of 
parents’ responsibility for what their children eat 
and drink. 

Since 2006, we pledged not to advertise or to 
market any of our soft drinks to children under 
12 years of age, neither on TV, nor in print media 
or online. We have taken this a step further with a 
new commitment, effective since 2022. UNESDA 
members committed:

•	 not to advertise and market any soft drinks to 
children under 13 (versus under 12) years across 
any media. 

•	 to lower the audience threshold from 35% to 
30% - so that in practice fewer young children 
will be directly exposed to advertising for any 
soft drinks.

A third-party independent audit has since 
showed that UNESDA corporate members have 
demonstrated high levels of compliance across 
channels for not advertising to children under 13, 
with compliance rates above 92%. 

In addition to our general code of practice, we 
also have a specific code on the labelling and  
marketing of energy drinks. This includes 
provisions such as the requirement for such drinks 
to be labelled with an instruction to ‘consume 
moderately’ and not to be marketed as sports drinks 
delivering a rehydration benefit.

We will continue to strengthen and reinforce our 
responsible marketing and advertising practices to 
respond to societal expectations and an evolving 
media landscape. 

IMPLEMENTING RESPONSIBLE MARKETING AND ADVERTISING PRACTICES B.

C.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.



PILLAR 2
ENVIRONMENT

A third of climate impacts in Europe comes from 
food systems of which we are part. If we are to meet 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals and the 
Paris Climate Agreement, we need to rethink how 
we source, produce and consume our food and 
drinks. The European soft drinks industry drives 
sustainability throughout its value chain – from 
production to distribution. 

UNESDA members have focused on reducing 
their environmental footprint for decades, with 
investments resulting in the reduction (and reuse, 
when applicable) of energy, carbon emissions, 
water and raw materials as well as actions to 

protect nature and reverse the degradation of 
ecosystems. Our sector is also continuously working 
to improve the sustainability of its packaging 
through packaging reduction, collection, recycling, 
reuse and refill. 

We fully support the ambitious EU climate goals 
and the objective of building a sustainable Europe 
by 2030, as referenced in the EU Green Deal. We 
commit to keep working hard to fulfill our ambition 
to be frontrunners in making our products and 
our packaging more sustainable and to reduce 
our impact on the environment, including by 
decarbonising across our entire value chain. 

Our sector operates state-of-the-art production 
and bottling facilities which offer some of 
the most advanced, low energy solutions in  
production, and it is continuously upgrading and 
optimising equipment and systems to reduce its 
carbon footprint. 

Many of our companies have set for themselves 
ambitious climate goals for their entire value 
chain (including net zero ambitions) and have 
increased the use of renewable and clean electricity  

in operations. We have also invested in significant 
light-weighting and design initiatives across our 
packaging formats. This has reduced the amount 
of raw materials used in our packaging and meant 
that they require less fuel to transport and generate 
fewer CO2 emissions.

Finally, European soft drinks production plants are 
also generally sited close to the markets which they 
serve, hence limiting greenhouse gas emissions 
linked to energy and transport. 

REDUCING OUR CARBON FOOTPRINT

OUR AMBITION

A.
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OUR KEY CONTRIBUTIONS &  
COMMITMENTS TO DATE:



ADDRESSING THE GROWING THREAT OF POLLUTION AND DEPLETING WATER RESOURCES

MAKING OUR PACKAGING MORE SUSTAINABLE 

C.1.  DESIGNING CIRCULAR PACKAGING 

B.

C.
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UNESDA members recognise the value of water. It 
is a key resource for non-alcoholic beverages and 
is critical to ensuring a sustainable supply of the 
agricultural ingredients we depend on. We work 
hard to promote efficient agricultural water use  
and we work with local partners on water 
replenishment programmes to return water to 
nature and communities.

We understand that water is a local issue and the 
action we take must address the needs of the  
local watersheds where we operate and source  
our ingredients.

Our water stewardship aims to protect and restore 
watersheds to conserve water resources. We do 
this by continuously working to improve water 
efficiency by reducing the amount of water used in 
production, and by optimising water use by reusing 
and recycling water as much as possible.

We welcome the increased policy attention for 
water stewardship and the importance of nature-
based solutions, which include water replenishment 
programmes. Our sector stands ready to work 
with the EU Commission on the Water Resilience 
Initiative to advance this agenda.

The soft drinks sector has been making huge 
investments to only use packaging that is circular 
by design. By 2023, almost all primary  packaging 
(96%) – i.e. intended for the consumer - produced 
by UNESDA corporate members was already in fully 
recyclable formats.

For example, UNESDA is a founding member of 
the European PET Bottle Platform (EPBP), the 
voluntary initiative that aims to ensure recyclability 
by evaluating PET1 design, production, and recycling 
technologies.

UNESDA’s Circular Packaging Vision 2030, announced in 2021, sets a series of commitments to make its 
packaging more sustainable:

recyclable packaging 
by 2025

recycled and/or renewable 
content in PET bottles by 
2030, if technically and 
economically feasible

An increased use of reusable packaging and systems enabling refill,  
where it makes environmental and economic sense

An average minimum of

collection of all our 
packaging by 2030 
(plastic, metal and glass)

recycled content in PET 
bottles by 2025 and

100%

100%90%

50%

1. PET (Polyethylene terephthalate) is a type of lightweight and 100% recyclable plastic typically used to make beverage  
    containers and many other non-food applications.



C.2.  IMPROVING COLLECTION OF SOFT DRINKS PACKAGING

C.3.  INCREASING CLOSED-LOOP RECYCLING OF SOFT DRINKS PACKAGING 

C.4.  PROVIDING A RANGE OF COMPLEMENTARY PACKAGING SOLUTIONS, BASED ON 
RECYCLING, REUSE AND REFILL 

The sector has been instrumental in setting up and 
running packaging collection schemes across the 
EU, and PET drinks bottles are now one of the most 
recycled items across the continent.

In particular, UNESDA has been supporting the 
establishment of Deposit and Return Systems 
(DRS) in several European countries as one of the 
most effective ways to boost collection rates of 
beverage packaging.

Together with the NGO community, UNESDA 
continues to advocate for a wider roll-out of DRS 
in Europe, as well as the development of minimum 
requirements for DRS to ensure these systems 
are set up and run in the most effective and cost-
efficient way.

The soft drinks sector is highly committed to 
boosting the uptake of recycled content in  
its packaging. 

UNESDA has therefore joined forces with the NGO 
community to advocate for a well-functioning 
market for secondary raw materials that provides 

a fair access to sufficient food-grade feedstock for 
recycling in order to enable closed-loop recycling. 
We are committed to giving our valuable packaging 
a new life, turning our bottles into new bottles and 
our cans into new cans. 

UNESDA is committed to using more reusable 
packaging and systems enabling refill by 2030  
but also studying the best environmental and  
economic pathways to increase the use of reusable 
and refillable models.

To provide insights into the investments and  
changes required to increase the rate of reuse, 
UNESDA commissioned an economic study on 

returnable refillable PET bottles from PwC, which 
was finalised  in 2021. 

UNESDA corporate members have also started 
increasing their offer of reusable and refill solutions 
and are committed to further explore package-less 
solutions to bring more systems for refill (such as at-
home dispensers) on the European market.

European countries with DRS in place

Thanks to our support, there are currently 
(in February 2024) 

and this number keeps growing. In 2021, 
existing DRS already reported an average 
collection rate of16 90%
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Put water high on the political agenda and encourage investments in infrastructure promoting the 
conservation and restoration of water resources and providing fair and equitable access to water 
for citizens and businesses;

Ensure a proper and harmonised implementation of key environmental laws, including the EU 
Single-use Plastics Directive and the Packaging and Packaging Waste Regulation, before considering 
potential new initiatives and their impact; 

Develop aligned methodologies for accounting of chemical recycling;

Support innovation in all available reusable and refill options and provide manufacturers with the 
necessary flexibility to invest in the safest, most effective and most appropriate packaging mix  
(based on economic and environmental criteria) to minimise packaging waste and reduce  
carbon footprint; 

Provide an adequate framework for the use of sustainability claims and labels, allowing useful 
and clear information to consumers while ensuring sound substantiation of the claims, based on 
harmonised methodologies such as the Product Environmental Footprint methodology (PEF). 

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

WHAT ELSE NEEDS TO BE DONE? WE CALL ON POLICYMAKERS TO:

Ensure well-designed collection schemes and a sufficient supply of food-grade feedstock for 
recycling to meet both our sector’s voluntary pledges and mandatory collection and recycled content 
targets, and promote closed-loop recycling, when appropriate; 

Incentivise investments in carbon emission reduction (renewable energy, increased access to low-
carbon energy, collection and recycling infrastructure);

1.

2.
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Established in 1958, UNESDA Soft Drinks Europe  
is the Brussels-based trade association representing the 

non-alcoholic beverages sector. Its membership comprises 
10 companies and 25 national associations from across 

Europe. UNESDA members are involved in the production 
and/or distribution of a wide variety of non-alcoholic 

beverages including still drinks, carbonated drinks, energy 
drinks, iced teas, flavoured waters and sports drinks.

EU Transparency Register n°25492952296-56

https://www.linkedin.com/company/unesda/
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