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Written submission from the Scottish Retail Consortium 

Introduction 

The nostalgic appeal of DRVS is understandable. The proposals conjure up 
childhood memories of collecting bottles for pocket money. However, the proposal 
like the memory, is only relevant to the past. Since the advent of devolution Scotland 
has developed and improved a household recycling system. Ensuring that system 
works is the right way forward for Scotland’s environment.   

Retailers are playing a leading role in helping to mitigate and adapt to the 
environmental challenges of climate change and the need to move to a more circular 
economy. In 2005 a leading group of retailers announced five targets on reducing 
the direct environmental impact of the retail industry. These targets came to an end 
in 2013 and all have been exceeded. In January 2014 we launched a new set of 
targets and commitments up to 2020 – A Better Retailing Climate Scotland.  

Retailers are not just trying to minimise their own waste, they are working hard to 
help households reduce both their food and packaging waste, and have made 
significant progress in this under the Courtauld Commitments facilitated by WRAP 
and supported by Zero Waste Scotland. 

Alongside increasing the proportion of recycled material used in packaging, retailers 
have improved communication to consumers by setting up the highly successful On-
Pack Recycling Label (www.oprl.org.uk). This scheme was established to help 
increase recycling rates across the UK and delivers a simple, UK-wide recycling 
message that can be used on retailer private label and brand-owner packaging to 
help consumers recycle more material, more often. The scheme has over 165 
members, including major retailers, and the label appears on over 75,000 product 
lines. 

A deposit return vending scheme for Scotland would be bad for consumers. It would 
harm rather than assist measures to improve recycling. It would cause enormous 
cost and disruption to retailers, with smaller retailers in particular being hit. It would 
even produce unintentional harms to the environment through increased carbon 
emissions.  

It should be noted that there is no clear idea of exactly how a deposit return system 
would be constructed. In 2014 Eunomia produced a model of how a DRVS could 
work in Scotland. Their proposed system envisaged a deposit of 10-20p, and would 
insist all retailers would take back materials. For clarity’s sake that model is the one 
referred to in this briefing.  

We have prepared a short list of the key issues concerning retailers. This is not an 
exhaustive list, and other groups have also expressed very valid concerns about 
DRVS. For more information on the SRC’s approach to the Environment, or for 
further information around these issues, please contact Ewan MacDonald-Russell, 
SRC Head of Policy and External Affairs: ewan.macdonald-russell@brc.org.uk . 
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The Retail Industry believes proposals for a deposit return scheme for Scotland will 
be harmful for consumers, retailers, the economy, and the environment. 

 Retailers are committed to supporting proportionate environmental measures. 
Retailers are not just trying to minimise their own waste, they are working 
hard to help households reduce both their food and packaging waste, and 
have made significant progress in this under the Courtauld Commitments 
facilitated by WRAP and supported by Zero Waste Scotland. 

 Consumers will be forced to pick up the cost of a deposit return system. They 
will have to pay an initial deposit which in a practical sense will remain in the 
system. At a time where they already face rising levels of inflation, this cost 
would be a significant impact. For example, the proposed 20p charge would 
be a 44% rise on a pint of milk (currently 45p). 

 Unlike the carrier bag charge, consumers cannot opt out of this charge as 
there is no alternative to using a drinks container. These reasons explain why 
when surveyed by grocery retailers, customers were not supportive of DRVS, 
and instead backed existing household recycling systems.  

 A deposit system would harm the existing household recycling system by 
removing some of the most valuable recyclates from that system. In 2014 
Valpak estimated this cost at £8.9 million. It would also discourage consumers 
from supporting that scheme as they would believe DRVS alone is enough to 
support recycling. 

 A deposit system makes no allowance for the changes in shopping patterns 
caused by online shopping, in particular how to return containers bought 
online.  

 If just 2 percent of customers have to make an extra journey to return 
containers that will generate 6,000 extra tonnes of carbon dioxide emissions.  

 Retailers will be hit with at least a £86.4 million bill to install reverse vending 
machines.  

 Supporting DRVS will reduce the space in stores for sales, consequently 
reducing profitability for physical retail trading and town centres.; A potential 
shift in trade from small to large stores by consumers returning containers, as 
seen elsewhere, could cost small format stores at least £25,000 per annum in 
lost sales.  

 There is no clarity around container labelling – a Scottish only system would 
increase costs for retailers and producers whilst a UK-wide label would be 
open to fraud. 

 DRVS would lead to pricing opacity for consumers who have come to expect 
clear, simple, and consistent pricing across the UK. This Scottish price 
differential would be expensive for retailers to implement. Having done so, 
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there would be few barriers to retailers potentially raising Scottish prices 
further to absorb the costs of the scheme.  

 Shop workers would face additional burdens through managing the return 
process, as well as dealing with unhappy and dissatisfied shoppers. 

 A Keep Scotland Beautiful survey in 2016 found just 5% of litter items were 
bottles and cans that might be captured by a deposit return scheme.  

 As we have detailed, implementing DRVS would be a costly, contentious, and 
complex process. Doing so would take away focus from more important 
measures to boost recycling 

 


