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Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Deposit Return Scheme 

Written submission from Surfers Against Sewage 

1. Scope (materials) – the types of container proposed to be covered and excluded 
and any specific issues. 
 
We believe that an ambition deposit system should include the widest range of 
materials possible. This is critical to both improve collection and recycling rates of 
materials but also to provide a universal system that avoids incentives for 
manufacturers to switch to materials without deposits to avoid taking part in the 
scheme. We also note that the draft regulations do not allow additional materials to be 
added without a new instrument and believe that, where system operators and 
Ministers agree, adding new materials should not require new legislation. We would 
call for Scotland to include, as a minimum:  

• Plastics - It is estimated by Eunomia Research & Consulting that the 
introduction of a DRS system in Scotland would result in 50,000 fewer PET 
bottles littered each day. We would call for inclusion of by PET and HDPE as 
exclusion of HDPE would encourage a switch from one plastic to another.  

• Cans - Based on experience in other countries, including Finland, Norway and 
Lithuania, a well-run DRS could collect around 95% of cans for high quality 
recycling. This compares to a current UK can recycling rate of 72%, a quarter 
of which is material currently harvested after incineration and therefore not 
currently suitable for closed loop recycling back into cans. According to 
Eunomia, 60,000 fewer ferrous and aluminium cans would be littered each day 
in Scotland with a DRS. 

• Glass – In a DRS system, reuse and refill must be central to any system. This 
is particularly the case with glass bottles that lend themselves to refill and can 
be washed and reused up to 50 times whilst a PET bottle is much more 
challenging to refill and can only be reused up to 25 times. It is critical that 
glass therefore be captured in such a way through the DRS system that 
allows for reuse and refill rather than just collection for recycling. Designing 
the scheme in this way would see the adoption of a truly circular economy 
approach and in line with the principals of the waste hierarchy. This approach 
has been proven in other countries such as Germany where the DRS system 
has been designed to accept glass bottles that will be washed and reused 
multiple times as well as glass bottles that will be shredded following return 
where they cannot be refilled. This approach would further support the 
stimulation of associated localised supply chains, jobs and infrastructure. 
There are a number of examples where DRS systems have not included glass 
from the onset and have subsequently retrofitted glass into the system. In 
Lithuania, for example, public lobbying resulted in pressure to include glass. 
This resulted in additional cost to the system that could have been avoided if 
included within the system design from the outset.  

• Cartons - cartons are among the commonly littered materials of drinks 
containers. Although not littered in as high rates as PET, glass and aluminium, 
cartons used for juices are often found on litter picks and is a significant volume 
of material if considered on a national scale. There are a number of examples 
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where DRS systems have included cartons. In New South Wales, Australia, the 
deposit system introduced in December 2017 included acceptance is cartons, 
or liquid paperboard. A number of Canadian states also include juice cartons in 
their systems. For example, Nova Scotia. 

 
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.   

Evidence presented in the CDS Briefing Paper published by the Boomerang Alliance 
in September 2016 shows that DRS systems with the highest number of return 
locations yield the best return rates, which supports our view that consumers must be 
able to return their empties to as many places as possible. We therefore support an 
approach that sees all retailers are part of the system and required to accept any 
materials they sell. This is particularly critical in ensuring adequate provision in more 
rural and isolated communities. 

In line with the principal of inclusion of all retailors within the scheme, we would 
expect this to include businesses that sell drinks for on-site consumption but it’s up 
to them how they do that, e.g. whether to pass on the deposit to customers or not. 
Arguably, those in the HORECA sector should receive a handling fee that is 
calculated using similar criteria to those paid to retailers.  

Online (and other delivery) retailers should be required to take part if they sell drinks 
containers to the public. This happens successfully in countries such as Norway and 
Germany. Returning empties via online delivery vans is the most efficient and 
convenient solution. It’s especially important that people with mobility issues are able 
to return their drinks containers to the person who delivers their shopping. Countries 
such as Norway and Germany have hygienic systems that work this way already. 

With regards to retailers, our evidence suggests strong support from small businesses 
for a DRS system with 128 small businesses recently signing our open letter to Michael 
Gove in support of an ‘all-in’ DRS system’ during the recent consultation regarding the 
introduction of DRS system in England, Wales and Northern Ireland.  

There is also a high potential for a positive impact of retailors hosting a return point in 
terms of business footfall. 

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).  

We would advocate for revenue from the sale of materials collected via the DRS 
should remain within the scheme administrator. 
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We agree that any unredeemed deposits should remain within the scheme 
administrator to fund the system. However, the system must be designed so that 
there is no perverse incentive for the scheme administrator to design and operate an 
inefficient system that is difficult for consumers to use, as this could reduce the 
number of returns made, increasing the number of unredeemed deposits and in turn 
reducing the amount producers are required to pay in fees. 

The producer fees should also reflect the true costs of using particular types of 
packaging - i.e.. producers should be subject to modulated fees that mean they pay 
more for less resource efficient packaging choices. 

We strongly support the inclusion of a handling fee for all return points in order for 
businesses not to be unfairly disadvantaged by the scheme.  

 
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? 
 
One of the key motivations behind the introduction of a DRS system is in response to 
the extent of plastic pollution in our rivers and seas. We would therefore emphasise 
the need first and foremost for any DRS system to have reduction of materials use as 
the first major objective, followed by re-use of materials. It is critical that reduction and 
reuse not be considered secondary to recycling. We would strongly advocate the use 
of modulated fees on recycled content to sit alongside the introduction of a DRS 
scheme in order to maximise the positive impacts of the scheme.   
 
There is a considerable volume of evidence from other schemes introduced abroad 
that a well-designed, structured and managed DRS system can have a positive 
environmental impact. For example, in Norway where the DRS system was introduced 
by industry in response to the introduction of modulated fees for recycled content, 
collection rates of over 90% have been achieved. Its critical that the scheme be 
designed in such a way that it encourages producers to modify material/packaging in 
line with the waste hierarchy and with positive environmental benefits and not towards 
environmentally damaging alternatives.   
 
 
5. Level of deposit – implications and appropriateness of a charge being a uniform 
20p. 

We would strongly advocate a uniform level of deposit across all in-scope 
containers. It is clear that a uniform deposit level is beneficial to designing a DRS 
system that is clear, transparent, and easy to understand for consumers. We are 
starting to see countries where deposit levels were originally set at a variable rate, 
switch to a flat fee. In Estonia for example, where deposit levels were originally set at 
a variable rate, has switched to a flat rate for all size containers for simplicity and to 
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reflect the same incentive not to litter. Sales remain strong despite higher deposit 
levels. 

In August 2018, the Scottish Have You Got The Bottle? campaign gathered 
responses from 1,047 members of the public on their view of what the deposit level 
should be.  Of the 935 respondents who put down a specified amount 66% chose a 
deposit level of 20p or higher with 40% specifying a level of 20p. This shows clear 
public support for a deposit level around 20p. We believe a 20p deposit to be a good 
starting point and that this should be able to be easily reconsidered in light of 
inflation or missed return targets.    

In July 2018 Pret A Manger increased the deposit level on water bottles sold in its 
outlets from 10p to 20p given the lower than expected return rates (although we note 
that single-retailer or single-producer schemes, like the old Barrs Irn Bru model, are 
inevitably less effective than a well-communicated national infrastructure). 

We believe, above all, that the level should be easily reconsidered in the light of 
inflation or missed return rate targets. In particular, old US deposit systems where 
the regulations fixed deposit levels have withered away - some are still just 5¢. 

 
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. 

We would strongly advocate a system whereby customers are able to return a 
container by the same mean by which it is purchased. The market has been shown to 
easily adapt to this model, as evidenced by the way the grocery’s market had adapted 
to more online delivery systems. Provision of Door collection (funded through the 
scheme administrator) and supermarket deliveries could allow for inclusive DRS 
services. In the USA and France, Loop have introduced a deposit return scheme in 
this manner. Consumers can order goods from the Loop website or that of a partner 
and have them delivered like traditional products ordered online. Customers pay a 
small deposit for a package that has been designed for 100 or more use-cycles. When 
the container is empty, customers place it in a specially designed tote for pickup or, in 
some cases, can bring it to a retailer. They can choose whether they want that product 
replenished; if not, their deposit is returned or credited to their account. The empties 
are sent to a facility where they are washed and refilled. The entire process is handled 
by TerraCycle, from sale and delivery to package return and cleaning. In effect, 
TerraCycle is the online retailer, buying wholesale and selling retail. The package 
remains the property of the brand. 

It is also worth considering other access issues including language, sensory and 
learning difficulties that may impact on the ability for consumers to return containers 
and resources should be provided to overcome these barriers. 
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7. Local authorities – implications of the proposed scheme for local authorities, 
including impacts on kerbside collections.  

We have significant concerns that local authorities are resistant to the adoption of a 
DRS system. Augments constantly focus the impact of a DRS system of local 
authority recycling rates. We would therefore strongly advocate for mechanisms that 
remove materials included with the DRS system from local authority obligations so 
that there are no adverse impacts on local authority recycling targets for which they 
are penalised. 

In addition, we would also suggest, whist the introduction of a DRS system may 
remove material revenue from local authorities, this would be offset be the reduction 
in collections costs required to collect material and reduction in littering, street 
cleansing, and residual waste costs. There are also likely to be collection efficiencies 
associated with additional collection vehicle capacity and associated environmental 
benefits in collection round efficiencies.          

8. Timing - implications of the proposed timeframe (a minimum 12-month 
implementation period from the passing of legislation).  
 
One of the major drivers for the introduction of a DRS scheme is to reduce the adverse 
impacts of packaging pollution within our environment, and the ocean in particular. We 
would therefore urge for a DRS system to be introduced at the earliest possibility in 
order to achieve this objective. However, it is critical that the system be designed and 
implemented in a well-design and considered manor in order to ensure its 
effectiveness. It would seem that the current draft would result in no targets for the first 
nine months of the system which is a concern. We would want to see this amended 
so that first year targets start at launch. 
 
We would, however, encourage Scottish Government to push the UK government to 
be more ambitious in its timescales of any DRS system proposed to minimise the delay 
between the implementation of the two systems. This will in turn minimise the period 
of time in which issues may arise in ease of use where Scotland has its DRS system 
in operation but the rest of the UK dos not. However, if a system was introduced in the 
rest of the UK at a later date, we do not see this as a valid reason to further delay the 
introduction of the system in Scotland.        
 
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. 

The purpose of the scheme administer is to ensure the DRS is legally and financially 
sound, as well as operationally efficient. The nature of the system requires market 
competitors to work together on a joint endeavour, where in any other context they 
individually work to maximise their own interests.  

Governments should remain separate from the system, so that they can ultimately 
hold the scheme administer to account. 
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We would advocate strongly for the DRS scheme to be operated on a not-for-profit 
basis to minimise the risk of fraud.   

 
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? 

It is important that the DRS scheme works with any changes introduced around 
producer packaging regulations. DRS is a form of extended producer reasonability 
for drinks container packaging, therefore it isn’t logical to ‘double-charge’ producers 
for the same packaging.  

However, any packaging from the production stage or additional packaging such as 
point-of-sale materials or those used to group multi-packs should be covered by 
EPR.  

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

No response provided. 

 


