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Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Deposit Return Scheme 

Written submission from Scottish Grocers Federation 

Executive Summary 

The Scottish Grocers Federation is the national trade association for the independent 
convenience store industry in Scotland.  SGF represents almost 5,000 member stores 
and all the convenience retail groups and Co-op in Scotland.  We welcome the 
opportunity to issue a response to the Environment, Climate Change and Land 
Reform’s call for evidence on the Scottish Government’s proposed deposit return 
regulations.  

DRS represents one of the significant and seismic changes to Scottish retailing in 
recent decades. The SGF is supportive of the scheme but wishes to highlight the 
significant issues posed by the draft regulations.  

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

The inclusion of glass would present significant challenges for smaller retailers. We 
have produced a more detailed paper on this, which can be found here. 

We recently undertook a small test of how glass and other containers would be 
handled in-store using manual take back. The Committee may find the images useful. 
As can be seen there is severely restricted space behind the checkout areas (and in 
the storeroom area). 

  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1KD7tHg5ir5i0xDQSS9iekjChUt2sI8v0/view


  DRS057 
 

2 
 
 

 

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.  

The 5,000 convenience stores in Scotland have a key role to play in the success of 
the Deposit Return Scheme. However, as we be explained in this submission, smaller 
retailers face significant challenges in respect of storage space, cost and take-back 
logistics.  

We welcome the provisions in the draft regulations to allow exemptions for smaller 
stores. Such exemptions work well in other European countries such as Lithuania and 
Sweden and do not adversely impact the overall rate of collection.  

The regulations state that proximity to other return points will form the criteria for an 
exemption. We agree with this: ‘other return points’ should include communal return 
points. However, additional criteria for exemptions must be included within the 
regulations. These include: 

• Having a food offering 
• Available storage space 
• Rate of returned containers – is rate of return sufficient to justify inclusion. 

The Scottish government must work with Scottish Grocers Federation to develop a fit-
for-purpose, open and transparent process for exemption applications. As a useful 
template, we would draw the Committee’s attention to the Tobacco Retail Register (1) 
– retailers in Scotland must apply to be permitted to sell tobacco. The Register is on-
line, free to use and follows a very clear, step-by-step process. This is the model we 
would recommend for the application process. 

If an application is still pending at the time of the scheme going live the retailer should 
not have to comply with the take back obligations until a final decision is made.  

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).  

The economics of deposit return are extremely challenging for convenience retailers 
in Scotland. The cost for both automated and manual take back are outlined in the 
following tables. 

Table 1 Automated Take Back (Costs per annum) 

 Loss of selling space (2) 
 

£6,812 

 Lease of RVM (3) 
Lease 
Installation 
Maintenance 

 
£2,482 
£593 
£400 
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Voucher paper 
Bags  
 

£82 
£128 

 Staff Costs (4) 
(30 mins maintenance per day: emptying/cleaning) 

 
£2,190 

  Total Cost £12,687 
 

Table 2 Revenue from Automated (RVM) return 

Handling fee of 3.1p per container (5)  
109,500 containers pa (6)  
 Total Revenue £3,395 

 

                                                         This means that there is a net cost to retailers 
of £9,292 per annum 

Table 3 Manual Take Back (Costs per annum) 

Bags 
Voucher paper 

£128 
£82 

Staff costs @ £12 per hour 
[300 containers per day 
1 hour of staff time per day] 

£4,380 

 Total Cost 4,590 
 

Table 4 Revenue from Manual Take Back 

 Handling fee of 1.5 per container (7)  

 109,500 containers pa  
  Total Revenue £1,642 

 

This means that there is a net cost to retailers of £2,948 

The Committee should also note a significant impact on cash outlay for convenience 
stores. Stores will be required to pay the deposit to the wholesaler or producer at the 
outset – in effect 20 pence is added to all the scheme articles purchased by the 
retailer. This will significantly increase their cash outlay and cash flow, as well as 
their stock holding. It will also have a negative cashflow impact. Using a typical store 
as an example, we estimate the cost to be £52,000 per annum. 

Manual take back has the potential to be massively disruptive to customer service and 
transaction flow within a convenience store, particularly as most services are located 
at or close to the till point. Most convenience stores in Scotland now have a food-to-
go offering. Storing glass anywhere near food preparation areas is a major concern – 
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there are always likely to be breakages. Retailers are extremely concerned about the 
impact this could have on food safety and hygiene certificates. 

We have attached at Appendix 1 an example of local authority guidance on storing 
glass and food safety. There are clearly major issues of concern here. Not least in that 
the entire responsibility for ensuring continued food safety will be placed entirely on 
the retailer. Having a food-to-go offering should be an additional criterion for 
exemption. 

It is very important that Non-Domestic Rates are not levied on RVMs. It is equally 
important that the installation of a RVM does not take a convenience store over any 
thresholds which would increase their overall rates bill or make them ineligible for the 
Small Business Bonus. This should be addressed within the regulations. 

We trust that the Committee can see how challenging the economics are for 
convenience retailers. Thus far no real solutions or support has been offered by either 
the Scottish government or Zero Waste Scotland. Deposit Return will be implemented 
into a marketplace which is already massively challenging for small retailers - between 
2015 and 2018 over 600 convenience stores in Scotland went out of business (8). 
Financial support for retailers, by for example, the Scottish National Investment bank, 
is absolutely vital. We hope that the Committee will press the Cabinet Secretary very 
strongly on the whole issue of the cost to retailers. 

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? 

No response provided. 

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

We do not agree that the level of deposit should be set out in legislation. The level of 
deposit should be set by the Scheme Administrator – this is typically what has 
happened in other European countries. Having the ability to set the deposit level is 
one of the key levers the Scheme Administrator would have to ensure a flexible 
scheme, to ensure it meets its targets and to future proof the scheme. For example, 
of uptake of the scheme by consumers is not at the anticipate level, it may be 
necessary to either increase or decrease the deposit level. Having the deposit set by 
legislation will make it more difficult to change and will require a much lengthier time 
to do so. 

The addition of the 20p deposit, particularly to multipacks, will inevitably mean that 
some customers will switch to other products – the issue here is one of perceived cost 
against perceived value. Convenience stores undoubtedly change their product mix. 
An unintended consequence is likely to be that customers will move from buying a six 
pack multibuy of soft drinks which now costs an additional £1.20 to a 3 litre soft drink 
bottle which only costs an additional 20 pence.  
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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. 

No response provided. 

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

No response provided. 

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

We have significant concerns about the practicality of the proposed implementation 
date of April 2021. The convenience store sector has a range of crucial dependencies 
on other parts of the supply chain. 

The most important of these is the formation of the Scheme Administrator itself. We 
have major dependencies here in relation to the retailer handling fee, IT architecture, 
take back/collection logistics, retailer scheme registration, accurate and timely 
reimbursement of deposits to retailers. Additionally manufacturers will need to fully 
implement required changes to scheme packaging in terms of barcode and visual 
identification marks and so on.  It is absolutely crucial the Committee notes that, given 
its integrated nature, the whole system will have to be adequately tested before it goes 
live. For example, acceptance testing must be undertaken to ensure that handling fees 
are paid to retailers, stress testing on the retailer registration process, testing both 
automated and manual take back approaches 

There is a general consensus amongst stakeholders that the scheme administrator 
will not be formed until March or April 2020. Given the implementation date stated in 
the draft regulations, this means that almost all of the operational elements of the 
scheme would have to be put in place in the 12-month window between April 2020 
and April 2021. This simply does not seem feasible given that there must be full 
Scotland coverage – from Benbecula to Bearsden – from day one. 

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. 

We fully support and industry-led scheme, which is privately owned and operated on 
a not-for profit basis. This is the model which works most successfully in other 
countries.  

Small retailers must have adequate representation within the operating company and 
Board of Directors of the Scheme Administrator. The application process for the 
Scheme Administrator should require the applicant to clearly state that retail 
representatives will be included (and included on an equal basis with producers i.e. 
50% producer representation, 50% retail representation).  
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We are very concerned that the regulations effectively create a situation where more 
than one scheme administrator could emerge. This would lead to a highly inefficient 
and costly scheme. 

Most convenience retailers in Scotland want to play a full part in the deposit return 
scheme. We need the right kind of scheme to ensure this happens. Local shops are 
in a unique position to make links with and involve the local community in this: schools, 
local charities, community groups and community councils. 

Scotland must have a deposit return scheme which will enable as many small retailers 
as possible to participate. Ensuring that convenience stores can use automated take 
back is the key to this – this means excluding glass. The alternative to this is to create 
a system which, in the long-term, simply channels significant amounts of money 
towards the big supermarkets.  It is likely that there will be 2.2 billion containers within 
the Scottish system. Given their volume of sales, the handling fees payable over a 10-
year period will amount to some £500 million in additional income for the big 
supermarkets. 

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? 

No response provided. 

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

No response provided. 
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Appendix I 

 

Deposit Return and Glass 

Food Safety in Convenience Stores – Advice from North Lanarkshire Council  

Legislation (Regulation EC 852/2004, Article 5) requires all food business operators to put in place 
and maintain a permanent food safety management system based on hazard analysis and critical 
control point principles.  In practice this means that food business operators are responsible for 
identifying any hazards which could result in food being sold by them being unsafe and, put 
procedures in place to ensure that only safe food is provided.  

One such hazard would be the physical contamination of food from various items that could be 
present in a kitchen, e.g.- metal screws and pieces of glass.  Food business operators must ensure 
procedures are in place to prevent this type of food contamination.  Whilst large food manufacturers 
may be able to implement ‘no glass’ policies, effectively having a workplace free of all glass, this is 
not practical in smaller catering establishments.  Such premises will have windows and may purchase 
ingredients that come in glass jars or bottles.  These items should not present a hazard when in good 
repair and condition, however controls would require to be implemented should any glass breakages 
occur, particularly around areas where open foodstuffs are being prepared.  It would, for example be 
expected that any open foodstuffs in the area where a glass breakage has occurred be disposed of, 
and that thereafter the area would undergo a full clean down prior to food preparation commencing 
again.  Food Standards Scotland provide advice to businesses on implementing a food safety 
management system within their business.  You can find this advice at the following link: 

https://www.foodstandards.gov.scot/downloads/CookSafe_Manual_-_Complete_copy_2.pdf 

In relation specifically to the deposit return scheme as it refers to glass, it will be important to ensure 
that food business operators put procedures in place to ensure that broken or damaged glass cannot 
contaminate open foodstuffs.  Consideration will need to be given to where returned glass containers 
are to be stored, and also to the type of containers being used to store them, i.e.- food business 
operators should use containers which are fully enclosed so as not to allow the escape of broken 
glass 

 

https://www.foodstandards.gov.scot/downloads/CookSafe_Manual_-_Complete_copy_2.pdf

