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30 January 2018 
 
Dear Graeme, 
 
 
Following recent parliamentary interest in single-use plastics and the launch of the European 
Commission’s Plastics Strategy, I thought the Committee would find it useful to gain an 
update on the Scottish Government’s current approach to plastics and deposit return. 
 
As you know, on Thursday 11 January, I announced our intention to ban the manufacture 
and sale of plastic stem cotton buds in Scotland, building on the recent steps we have taken 
to ban the manufacture and sale of rinse-off personal care products containing microbeads.  
I took this decision because of compelling evidence about the harm that the plastic stems of 
these buds are doing to our natural environment and because alternative, biodegradable 
options are readily available.  In other areas, such as plastic straws, the issues and powers 
available to the Scottish Parliament to take action are less clear cut.  For that reason, I have 
asked my officials to consider how we can quickly develop the necessary evidence base to 
allow us to take action in a planned and co-ordinated way.   
 
In taking action, it is vitally important that we do not inadvertently disadvantage groups within 
society or damage the environment by encouraging the use of an alternative that itself raises 
environmental concerns.  For example, there are legitimate concerns from disability and 
equality stakeholders which must be heard.  It is my intention that items such as plastic 
straws and disposable cups will, therefore, be referred to the expert panel we announced in 
September’s Programme for Government to provide advice on action to help reduce use of 
single use items.  I look forward to updating the committee on the chair and terms of 
reference for the panel in due course.  It will be important to meet with representatives from 
equality groups to help ensure our thinking on these matters is grounded in real world 
understanding.   
 
Of course, the plastics issues that have been so prominent in recent weeks are global 
matters. I think it is important that we take action on the widest possible basis and was, 
therefore, heartened by the EU proposal to require that all single use plastics be reusable or 
easily recycled by 2030.  This is exactly the sort of market signal that we need to be sending 
to allow industry to invest in the research and development required to deliver a step change 
in recycling performance.  As you know, in the context of Brexit, I have made clear my 



 

commitment to maintain, protect and enhance environmental standards and to continue to 
look towards EU environmental standards in the future.  I have, therefore, asked my officials 
to provide me with advice on the commitments and proposals contained in the EU Plastics 
Strategy to ensure that Scotland is moving forward with a set of actions that will enable us to 
play our part in delivering on this vision, within the powers available to us currently.   
 
Scotland has been moving in this direction for some time and our Circular Economy strategy 
makes clear that we need to ensure that the materials we use can be reused or recycled 
wherever possible.  For the avoidance of doubt, we remain committed to the waste hierarchy 
and aiming for reuse before the recycling or recovery of waste materials. The EU vision on 
plastics packaging, therefore, aligns very closely with our existing strategy, although we 
would of course wish to see a reduction in packaging overall, regardless of material. 
 
The deposit return system we intend to introduce will help with this by providing a route 
through which recyclable material can be collected with minimal contamination.  I think it is 
important to highlight to the committee the importance that I place on this new deposit return 
system in delivering economic as well as environmental benefit.  For this reason, we are 
taking the time to develop a Scottish solution rather than importing a model from elsewhere.  
At the current time, it is unclear whether other parts of the UK will follow Scotland’s lead and 
commit to introducing a scheme, although I am clear there may well be additional benefits to 
rolling out a scheme that is cross boundary, particularly for manufacturers.  For that reason, I 
have made clear my views that I stand ready to work together with others in the UK on this 
important initiative.  
 
In the meantime, my officials are working with Zero Waste Scotland to develop a range of 
possible models for the new system.  I look forward to discussing them with you during the 
consultation process later this year and then, subsequently, in 2019 as we move to introduce 
any necessary legislation and put in place an implementation programme.  
 
 
Yours, 
                    
 
 
Roseanna Cunningham 

 


