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Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Deposit Return Scheme 

Written submission from the Scottish Environmental Services Association 

1. Scope (materials) – the types of container proposed to be covered and 
excluded and any specific issues. 

We understand the rationale for the inclusion of plastic bottles and metal drinks 
containers in a deposit return scheme (DRS) on the basis that these containers can 
often be ‘lost’ to littering or the residual (‘general’) waste stream, particularly when 
consumed ‘on the go’.  

We support the exclusion of HDPE plastic bottles on the basis that these beverage 
containers tend to be consumed at home rather than ‘on the go’ and therefore 
capture rates of this material through existing kerbside collection schemes are high.  

However, we have significant concerns on the inclusion of glass bottles and would 
strongly recommend that glass is excluded from DRS for the following reasons:  

• As acknowledged by Zero Waste Scotland’s business case, the inclusion of 
glass significantly increases scheme costs, for the simple reason that glass is 
heavy and bulky (which in turn increases handling, logistics and 
transportation costs). The proposal for glass bottles to remain intact 
throughout the entire DRS process compounds these costs further.   

• On balance, we are not convinced by Zero Waste Scotland’s case that glass, 
collected from a Reverse Vending Machine (RVM) should remain intact. It is 
worth noting that when deposited in a RVM, a glass bottle will have been 
scanned for the Scottish DRS logo and the deposit returned to the customer.  
There is simply no practical need for it to be stored, collected and transported 
intact thereon.  

• Glass recycling through existing systems works well, and with a current glass 
recycling rate of 67%1. This is higher than the glass recycling rate presented 
by Zero Waste Scotland (59%) which refers to household recycling data only, 
rather than total glass recycling from all sectors. This somewhat downplays 
the success of existing glass recycling schemes in favour of the proposed 
alternative (ie DRS). Scotland already has high performing glass recycling 
infrastructure, and it is worth noting that existing glass recycling facilities are 
capable of accepting colour-mixed, broken glass to produce colour separated 
grades of glass cullet for re-melt (recycled glass back into the manufacture of 
new glass bottles). The sophistication of the sorting technology deployed on 
site is such that the condition of the glass bottle upon collection and transit to 
the recycling facility (i.e. intact or broken) is not a determining factor.  

                                            
1 https://www.britglass.org.uk/our-work/recycle-more 
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• With the inclusion of glass in DRS, local authorities and commercial waste 
collectors would be challenged to continue discharging relevant obligations of 
the Waste (Scotland) Regulations 2012, which requires the separate 
collection of glass. Presented with the prospect of collecting jars and non-
beverage glass containers only (with glass bottles diverted to DRS) 
household glass collection schemes would no longer be economically viable 
upon implementation of DRS. The remaining non-DRS (flint) glass containers 
would most likely be lost to the general waste stream and landfill. As above, 
this is of concern as flint is of greatest value to Scotland’s re-melt sector.  

• 4 out of the top 5 European countries with the highest glass recycling rates 
do not capture glass through DRS, with these high glass recycling rates 
achieved through Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) schemes 
instead2. Most notably Norway, the inspiration for the Scottish DRS, does not 
include glass within its DRS.  

• Glass has the lowest market price on the commodity markets of all the 
materials in scope of the Scottish DRS, while its inclusion would impose the 
greatest costs on the scheme. 

• If, notwithstanding our concerns the Scottish Government is minded to 
include glass, it should remove the stipulation that glass remain intact 
throughout the DRS process.  

 
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.  

Liability for broken or damaged glass bottles within the DRS ‘system’ would be 
welcome. Where glass bottles would be required to remain intact as part of a 
manual, retail take-back scheme (to enable verification of bar-code scanning at the 
counting centre) it is unclear what would happen in a scenario where a glass bottle, 
having being collected as part of a retailer’s manual take-back scheme, was 
subsequently damaged and broken in transit to the counting centre. That retailer, 
having already paid the deposit to the customer and was awaiting reimbursement by 
the scheme administrator could presumably not be reimbursed for a now damaged 
bottle that could not be scanned and processed at the counting centre.  

It is also worth noting that the inclusion of glass in DRS increases the size of the 
footprint of Reverse Vending Machines (RVMs), which increases the handling fee 
paid to retailers by the scheme administrator (to compensate for loss of retail floor 
space) and which in turn increases overall scheme costs.  

 

                                            
2 https://www.britglass.org.uk/sites/default/files/Recycling%20DRS%20in%20Scotland_OHL%20report_Final.pdf 
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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).  

Likely costs and operational impacts incurred by the waste management industry as 
a result of DRS include:  

• Loss of revenue from sale of in-scope DRS materials, as materials are 
diverted from existing recycling collection schemes to the ‘ownership’ of the 
DRS scheme administrator.  

• It is worth noting that it is predominately the revenue from the sale of the high 
value DRS materials that makes the most significant contribution to covering 
the costs of recycling collection systems.   

• Reduced provision of commercial waste collections, as it is proposed that the 
scheme administrator should offer a ‘free’ collection service of DRS material 
to all those businesses in the hospitality sector (pubs, hotels etc). 

• Appetite to invest in the collection and recycling of the remaining, non-DRS 
material would likely be low without significant reform to the system. While this 
reform is anticipated as part of changes to extended producer responsibility 
(producers expected to play a more significant role in funding the collection 
and recycling of their packaging) these reforms are not likely to take effect 
until at least 2023. The Scottish Government could help bridge this gap by 
dove-tailing implementation of DRS with reforms to extender producer 
responsibility.  

• Without clarity on the DRS contractual landscape (i.e. the potential role for the 
waste management industry to collect and process DRS material on behalf of 
the scheme administrator, or to utilise existing waste management 
infrastructure) there remains a risk that the diversion of DRS material to the 
scheme administrator would undermine the economic viability of recent 
investments made by the waste management industry in Scotland’s recycling 
and waste treatment infrastructure. Much of this infrastructure was delivered 
in recent years to help Scotland meet the recycling requirements of the Waste 
(Scotland) Regulations 2012.  Constant ‘changing of the goal posts’ within a 
relatively short period of time erodes the industry’s confidence to invest in 
Scotland.  

• Implications for TUPE (regulations for the Transfer of Undertakings 
(Protection of Employment)) if loss of DRS material resulted in the termination 
of existing local authority contracts and redundant assets.  

• In a similar vein, ‘change of law’ stipulations within existing local authority 
contracts would likely incur costs.  

 
We note that unredeemed deposits will provide the greatest share of revenue for the 
scheme administrator (even under the ‘90% capture rate’ model, and more so if 
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capture rates prove lower than expected) suggesting that DRS would largely be 
funded by consumers rather than producers themselves.  
 
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? 

We agree that DRS would likely have a positive impact on littering of in-scope DRS 
containers but remain less convinced on the overall impact of littering behaviour (and 
associated amenity benefits) given that only a fifth3 of the overall litter waste stream 
(by weight) is comprised of DRS materials. Expressed instead by ‘item count’, DRS 
material makes less of a contribution to the total litter waste stream, with lightweight 
cigarette butts and chewing gum contributing most to the visual impact of litter.  

We also agree that the scheme would increase recycling rates but, in a similar vein 
to above, the benefits would largely be limited to the recycling rates of target DRS 
materials only. The contribution of DRS to boosting Scotland’s overall national 
recycling rate will likely be negligible. This is on the basis that the three DRS 
materials make up a small proportion of the total amount of material collected for 
recycling; plastic and aluminium cans are light weight (and national recycling targets 
are weight-based); and that DRS simply displaces an existing, high preforming 
recycling system  (kerbside collection, bring sites etc) with an alternative collection 
system (i.e. DRS).   

In our view, recycling performance and litter prevention could be managed more 
effectively through anticipated reforms to extended producer responsibility (EPR). 
EPR reforms planned for 2023 include proposals to incentivise producers to design 
packaging that is easier to recycle and is made from higher recycled content; make a 
more significant contribution to funding of front-end collection of waste packaging; 
and contribute towards litter cleaning costs. EPR reforms have the advantage of 
covering a much wider scope of materials (DRS is limited to beverage containers 
only).  

 
5. Level of deposit – implications and appropriateness of a charge being a 
uniform 20p. 

 
We support a uniform deposit level and have no specific comment to make on the 
proposed amount other than to note that 20p is at the upper end of proposals put 
forward in the 2018 public consultation. This has obvious cash flow implications for 
low income/mobility groups; significantly increases the upfront costs of multi-pack 

                                            
3 https://www.zerowastescotland.org.uk/sites/default/files/Scotland%27s%20Litter%20Problem%20-
%20Full%20Final%20Report.pdf 

https://www.zerowastescotland.org.uk/sites/default/files/Scotland%27s%20Litter%20Problem%20-%20Full%20Final%20Report.pdf
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purchases (where cash flow implications become increasingly pertinent); and proves 
more of an attractive prospect for those willing to engage in fraud or theft.  

 
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. 

In addition to our response to question 5 above, DRS has a greater negative impact 
on ‘disadvantaged’ demographic groups in Scotland on the basis that it is clearly 
more convenient to place in-scope DRS material within the household recycling bin 
than to return the same material to a retailer.  

7. Local authorities – implications of the proposed scheme for local 
authorities, including impacts on kerbside collections.  

It is worth noting that implications on the waste management sector are not limited to 
local authorities but include the private sector too, who provide collections on behalf 
of local authorities as well as trade waste recycling services to Scotland’s 
businesses.  

We welcome the opportunity for MSPs to scrutinise this aspect of DRS, as 
discussion and consultation on the impact of kerbside collections has been 
disappointingly light up to now. Unlike other EU countries with a DRS, Scotland 
already has a well-established kerbside recycling collection system and therefore a 
DRS should not compete with this existing system, but instead complement kerbside 
recycling to help capture those materials that are currently not recycled as part of 
this system (either through littering or disposed of “on the go”). 

Cost increases for local authorities are highly likely for the collection and handling of 
the remaining non-DRS material that would continue to be captured through existing 
kerbside systems, as gate fees (at recycling facilities) were revised to reflect the new 
composition of the kerbside recycling waste stream. Without the critical mass of the 
valuable DRS material the cost per tonne collected at the kerbside would be higher. 
As above, “change of law” clauses within existing recycling contracts are an 
additional cost implication. 

Cost savings to local authorities (through reduced kerbside collections) are difficult to 
quantify and there would need to be a significant reduction in material for a 
corresponding reduction in collection vehicles servicing any given route. 
Furthermore, collection of a half empty container does not take any less time or effort 
than the collection of a full one, again making it difficult to estimate savings during 
collection rounds. 

Reported cost savings to local authorities (through less DRS material ending up in 
residual waste, and paying the associated landfill tax) are also difficult to quantify. 
While it is of course true that local authorities incur disposal costs for DRS beverage 
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containers in the residual waste stream, Zero Waste Scotland’s own evidence4 
shows that the greatest source of recyclable material incorrectly disposed of in the 
household residual bin is actually food waste (63% of household residual waste) 
rather than beverage containers.  

Furthermore, a range of existing policy measures – particularly the ban on the landfill 
of biodegradable municipal waste – are designed to reduce the amount of waste 
sent to landfill. Diversion of this residual waste to recycling and non-landfill treatment 
options should further reduce local authority disposal costs.  

8. Timing - implications of the proposed timeframe (a minimum 12-month 
implementation period from the passing of legislation).  

SESA has long voiced concern about the ambitious timetable for scheme 
implementation and as things currently stand it is difficult to envisage Scotland being 
ready for the proposed implementation date.  

Discussions with the waste management industry on the procurement of 
infrastructure or services needed for DRS (or the capacity of existing recycling 
infrastructure to be adapted or used for DRS) should have taken place by now to 
stand any realistic prospect of being delivered in time for scheme implementation. 
Unfortunately, to date, neither the Implementation Advisory Group nor Zero Waste 
Scotland has yet to engage in any meaningful dialogue with the waste management 
industry on this matter, or present the industry with plans or any indication on the 
likely infrastructure requirements.  

By way of example, to build a Material Recovery Facility (a MRF being broadly 
comparable to a DRS counting centre) would take about 3 years from concept to 
completion (albeit the planning approval process could be completed quicker if 
converting an existing industrial unit under ‘change of use’).  

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. 

 
Proposed governance arrangements for the scheme administrator would benefit 
from considerably more care and attention than so far afforded. Through discussion 
with the Scottish Government it is our understanding that:  

• The scheme administrator will have considerable autonomy and discretion to 
run the DRS as it sees fit. At arm’s length to the Scottish Government it is 
difficult to envisage how the scheme administrator might be compelled to 
reconcile DRS with wider Scottish Government waste policy (e.g. the Circular 
Economy and sustainable resource management).  

                                            
4https://www.zerowastescotland.org.uk/sites/default/files/The%20composition%20of%20household%20waste%20at%20the%2
0kerbside%20in%202014-15.pdf 

https://www.zerowastescotland.org.uk/sites/default/files/The%20composition%20of%20household%20waste%20at%20the%20kerbside%20in%202014-15.pdf
https://www.zerowastescotland.org.uk/sites/default/files/The%20composition%20of%20household%20waste%20at%20the%20kerbside%20in%202014-15.pdf
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• The scheme administrator’s (contractual) decisions will not be subject to 
public procurement rules. Without such, we have concerns about how the 
selected DRS infrastructure, services and logistics could achieve value for 
money, and be able to demonstrate such.  

• The scheme administrator is expected to embark upon a market testing 
exercise to inform its decision on the most suitable means to deliver or 
procure DRS infrastructure and services. The waste management industry 
has been encouraged to fully engage in this process and co-operate with the 
scheme administrator.  However, furnishing the scheme administrator with 
market and commercially sensitive data is of considerable concern, 
particularly in supplying market data to what is essentially a commercial 
competitor, with the power and discretion upon review of this data to contract 
out elements of DRS to the waste management industry or opt for an ‘in 
house’ DRS solution.  

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? 

While we are confident that the scheme will broadly achieve its stated high level 
objectives, namely encourage behaviour change; increase the quantity of [DRS] 
materials collected; and improve the quality of [DRS] materials captured for high 
value recycling, it is worth noting that delivery of these objectives would be limited in 
scope to DRS-target materials only. The much needed boost to Scotland’s flat-lining 
national recycling rate and steps towards greater resource efficiency are expected to 
be delivered through planned reforms to Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) 
rather than DRS.  

Unfortunately the Scottish Government continues to view a Scottish DRS in isolation, 
and in doing so has missed a trick to achieve much wider resource efficiency 
objectives. We remain disappointed that the Scottish Government has largely 
ignored the broad cross-industry support for Scotland to be part of a single, UK-wide 
DRS.  

SESA strongly advocates this position for the following reasons: 

• critical mass of materials would benefit from economies of scale 
• reduced scope for (and costs of mitigating against) fraud 
• reduced labelling costs 
• business continuity 
• clear and consistent messages to the public 

It is also disappointing that the Scottish Government has pushed ahead with DRS 
without fully considering how DRS might fit with planned reforms under EPR or 
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whether DRS outcomes might in fact be delivered more efficiently and at lower cost 
through EPR.   

As noted above, under proposals for reform to the existing system of EPR,   
packaging producers would likely be responsible for a much larger share of the costs 
of collecting and recycling material placed on the market, while litter clean-up costs 
would also likely be added to producer contributions. In many respects, reform to 
producer responsibility may well negate the need for DRS, allowing similar 
environmental outcomes to be achieved at less cost (estimates and reports vary but 
the costs of a full recovery EPR system appear comparable to DRS but without the 
initial set up costs). EPR also covers a greater range of packaging material than 
DRS.  

11. Any further issues or views not falling under the above areas.  

No further comment.  

 

 

 


