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Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Deposit Return Scheme 

Written submission from Scotch Whisky Association 

The Scotch Whisky industry is proud to be an environmental leader. As recognised 
by SEPA (Scottish Environment Protection Agency), the industry clearly recognises 
that in order to thrive sustainably, it must operate in harmony with the environment’s 
resources. It does not only meet the requirements of environmental regulations, but 
goes above and beyond them and so unlocks ecological and socio-economic 
benefits. As such the Scotch Whisky sector has also embraced the circular economy 
and the need to increase recycling of all materials.  We support Scottish 
Government’s ambitions to create policies which facilitate the improvement of 
recycling and re-using in Scotland in an (cost) effective manner.  
 
We are not yet convinced that the current design proposals for the Deposit Return 
Scheme will continue to help us meet our high level of ambition. We therefore urge 
Scottish Government to seriously reconsider some aspects of the scheme and to 
only introduce these once there is conclusive evidence that they will meet the 
desired outcomes.  
 
1. Scope (materials) – the types of container proposed to be covered and 
excluded and any specific issues. 

1.1 The Scotch Whisky industry is concerned that the DRS scheme may have the 
unintended consequence of reducing the amount of good quality recycled clear 
glass. We have significant concerns around the effectiveness, cost, and complexity 
of what is being proposed. If industry can’t be re-assured on these points, there is a 
strong case to remove glass from the scheme or, alternatively, to delay its inclusion.    
 
1.2 The majority of Scotch Whisky bottles are made of clear glass. The industry is 
determined to increase the levels of recycled glass in our bottles. In order to do so, 
Scotland needs to increase both the volumes and quality of clear glass being 
recycled and returned to Scotland’s glass companies so they can be recycled back 
into quality bottles. Despite some assurances from Zero Waste Scotland, there is still 
a serious concern that DRS will undermine clear glass recycling. Currently, our 
member companies are hearing from suppliers that there will not be an increase in 
clear glass with DRS. 

 
1.3 Related to this is the possible reduction of future investment into glass 
production in Scotland: the glass industry has warned the scheme could undermine 
the ability of the glass plants in Scotland to be competitive, leading to potential plant 
closures.  This would challenge our ability to source glass in Scotland. It would also 
be negative for the Scottish economy and result in additional costs and operational 
impacts for Scotch Whisky companies and other producers. 
 
1.4 If, by including glass within the scheme, it results in a reduction of availability, 
it will create a serious barrier to deliver our sustainability targets set by Scotch 
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Whisky companies and also the Scottish Government’s own ambitions for a circular 
economy and transitioning to net zero.  

 
2. Scope (retailers) – implications of the scheme applying to all retailers selling 
single-use drinks containers, including online retailers, and exclusion of businesses 
such as pubs and restaurant that sell drinks for on-site consumption.  

2.1  We are keen to explore a possible exclusion for Scotch Whisky distillery 
shops as a DRS return point.  Our Distillery visitor centres focus on Scotch Whisky 
related products and gifts.  Therefore from a practical consideration, as well as 
branding & reputationally, they are not set up to receive the full suite of DRS drinks 
containers.    
 
3. Costs and operational impacts – costs anticipated for your business, 
service or sector and the appropriateness of the proposed financing model (that the 
scheme will be funded via unredeemed deposits, revenue from the sale of materials 
and a producer fee). 
 
3.1  The Deposit Return Scheme will impact Scotch Whisky bottling and 
distribution processes (labels, barcodes, bottling efficiencies / change overs as well 
as UK distribution hubs).  The industry can only determine the exact level of impact 
once the full scheme has been clarified. One of the most significant impacts 
regarding a Scottish only DRS would be the requirement for a specific SKU for 
Scotland, which would impact both on our bottling production as well as the UK 
logistics and distribution. The BRIA provides a number of options and we are keen to 
explore further and understand either the mandatory or voluntary aspects of each of 
the different options posed.  
 
3.2  Scotch Whisky is mainly an export sector: over 90% of our products are sold 
outside Scotland.  Furthermore a number of our members have ‘Premium branded’ 
products which are manufactured in small volumes for the Scottish market.  For 
example single cask bottling which would be limited to 250 bottles.  The additional 
labelling and other complexities to production could be a barrier to placing these 
products on the Scottish market, therefore limiting choice to consumers. 
 
4. Environmental impacts – whether the proposed scheme will have the 
desired impact on increasing recycling rates and reducing littering, and how that 
impact can be maximised. What key environmental risks need to be considered and 
mitigated? Will the scheme incentivise producers to change or modify 
materials/packaging?  

4.1  It remains unclear whether the inclusion of glass will increase the quality and 
quantity of recycled clear glass cullet available. Evidence exists that contradicts Zero 
Waste Scotland’s assumptions. We believe that DRS should be delayed until 
evidence is provided that it will increase both the quality and quantity of clear 
recycled glass in the system. 
 
4.2  It is important that the DRS system adds value over and above what the 
existing collection system provides. Research by British Glass highlighted that 



DRS062 

3 
 

neither the rate of recycling nor the quality of the recycled glass increased in other 
countries that collected glass through their DRS.  If that is the case, we would like 
Government to explore and implement more effective alternatives to improving glass 
recycling in Scotland. 
 
4.3  We suggest that a life cycle analysis of the scheme should be developed and 
carefully examined, so that all the extra equipment/transport etc. in this new scheme 
is compared to any improvement to existing schemes.  We have serious concerns 
that the new scheme will only add to Scotland's overall carbon footprint, running 
counter to zero carbon ambitions.   
 
5. Level of deposit – implications and appropriateness of a charge being a 
uniform 20p. 

5.1  The level of the deposit fee and other scheme fees should be uniform for all 
containers.   If there was a differentiation it could lead to a distortion in materials and 
could encourage producers and retailers to switch from glass to other materials, 
such as plastic or metal instead.  Additionally it would result in added complications 
for businesses and could skew the market, and availability of products going forward.   
 
6. Consumer and social impacts or risks – accessibility to consumers and 
what impacts are anticipated on different groups, including those with disabilities, 
those without private transport, and those living in rural areas. 
 
6.1  A number of our distilleries are in rural locations and we wish to see improved 
recycling facilities for the whole of Scotland, as part of a DRS or other scheme that is 
introduced. We support improving recycling rates across the whole of Scotland but 
we are not convinced that DRS will deliver that on its own. 
  
7. Local authorities – implications of the proposed scheme for local authorities, 
including impacts on kerbside collections. 
 
7.1  The industry is concerned that DRS could lead to a reduction in other non-
DRS glass containers being recycled, due to a reduction in items being placed in 
kerbside collections. This could reduce the viability of these kerbside schemes and 
reduce the total volume of clear glass returning to be recycled.  This would have 
grave repercussions on glass availability for the industry as highlighted previously.  
 
7.2  British Glass estimate that 26% of glass packaging will fall outside DRS 
system. Much of that is clear glass from food glass packaging e.g jam jars etc. 
British glass modelling suggests 95% non-DRS glass (by weight) is clear glass.  The 
glass manufacturing sector needs the kerbside system to continue to be effective so 
maximum levels of flint glass can be collected for recycling.  
 
8. Timing - implications of the proposed timeframe (a minimum 12-month 
implementation period from the passing of legislation).   

8.1  The final timeframe to fully implement the scheme in Scotland must be 
determined based on evidence and with clear indicators that all the policy ambitions 
will be achieved.  As highlighted we are concerned there may be unintended 
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consequences for clear glass and we therefore ask that the final timelines includes 
the full assessment and resolution to this point. One possible option would be for 
glass to be phased in at a later date to other materials until the concerns raised are 
fully clarified.  
 
9. Governance – how the scheme should be administered, and appropriateness 
of the proposal for scheme administrator that is industry-led, privately owned and 
operated on a not-for-profit basis. 

No specific comment  
 
10. Broader waste policy context – will the scheme achieve its intended 
purpose in isolation, or does its success depend on the performance of broader 
measures? How should the scheme cooperate with any other proposed schemes in 
the UK? 

10.1 Introducing a joint DRS system across the UK, or at the very least compatible 
systems, would minimise cross-border fraud, lower costs for Scottish businesses 
exporting to the rest of the UK and provide simplicity to consumers.  A UK-wide 
system would make sense for consumers, business and the environment.  

 
10.2 Any DRS scheme has to be complementary to the existing recycling schemes 
and it is essential to see a proper alignment with the overarching proposals for 
extended producer responsibility policies made by UK government and the devolved 
administrations.  We appreciate the implementation timelines may bring additional 
challenges; but it is critical all policies are interlinked to ensure full delivery of the 
circular economy ambitions.  
 
11  Any further issues or views not falling under the above areas.  

 
11.1 We have concerns regarding the sales data requirement set out in the 
regulations. Scotch Whisky companies do not have the bespoke data for the Scottish 
market only. Should a generic Scotland sales data requirement be introduced then 
duty free sales will be included, which again would skew the figures disproportionally 
for our sector. We would like to explore with Scottish Government how we can utilise 
our existing datasets to provide a sensible proxy for the bottle volumes placed on the 
Scottish market.  
 
11.2 The regulations state that duty free sales at airports will be excluded as these 
bottles will be taken out of the country and not enter the Scottish waste management 
system. We welcome this, but in addition we need to ensure the sales data for 
Scotland does not include airport sales otherwise the sector will continue to pay for 
these bottles.   
 
11.3 A large number of sales at our distilleries are also taken out of the country by 
visiting tourist and are not consumed in Scotland. Exclusion for these sales would 
also be welcomed.  
 
11.4  The BRIA suggests that the scheme administrator could demand that bottles 
are standardised. While this is not mentioned in the regulations, we wish to underline 
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that this will not work for premium products such as Scotch Whisky and is not 
supported by the industry. If the scheme excludes non-standard bottle shapes it will 
effectively exclude lots of whisky and other spirits brands from the Scottish market.  
 

 
 


