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Written submission from ACS (the Association of Convenience Stores) and the 
Scottish Grocers’ Federation (SGF) 

Deposit Return Scheme: Local Shops and Consumers 

ACS (the Association of Convenience Stores) and the Scottish Grocers’ Federation 
(SGF) have commissioned new research about the views that retailers and 
consumers have on recycling and the impact that a Deposit Return Scheme will have 
on local shops.  

Three consumer focus groups and three retailer focus groups1 were held in England, 
Scotland and Wales exploring retailers and consumers understanding of DRS and 
the impact it would have on their recycling habits and businesses.  The focus groups 
were supplemented by consumer polling of 2,000 UK adults2 about their views on 
recycling, their preference for a Deposit Return Scheme vs existing kerbside 
recycling and where they would return their recycled goods to under a Deposit 
Return Scheme.  

ACS chief executive James Lowman said: “A deposit return scheme would impose 
massive time and cost burdens on retailers, many of whom are operating in very 
small stores that would be significantly adversely affected by the proposals. We 
encourage the Government to focus on recycling measures that are effective, 
popular with the public and don't add costs to small shops, such as improving the 
existing kerbside recycling schemes.” 

SGF chief executive Peter Cheema said: “From this UK-wide research we now have 
clear evidence of the highly negative impact of deposit return on both consumers 
and retailers. DRS is too complex, too expensive and too burdensome on customers 
and small shops. We should be looking instead at investing in kerbside schemes and 
raising the awareness of consumers about how they can recycle more effectively.” 

Consumer Views 

- Given the choice 70% of consumers favour their existing household collections, 

compared to 21% that favour a new Deposit Return Scheme. 

- Consumers suggest they would recycle more if more packaging was recyclable 

(37%), packaging was more clearly labelled (35%) and their household recycling 

collection took a wide range of products (29%).  Only 9% thought a Deposit Return 

Scheme would make them recycle more.  

- The most vulnerable in society support household kerbside recycling; people 

with long term disability (73%), people aged 65 and over (76%) and carless 

households (70%) 

Local Shops 

- Space is at a premium in convenience stores. Convenience stores are generally 

under 280 square metres and 93% of independent businesses are under 186 square 

metres1.  Retailers suggest they would not have the space to collect, process and 

store returned packaging.  
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- Processing and collecting packaging in small stores would increase pressure on 

staff and increase queuing times in stores. 35% of consumers said they would 

return their recycled packaging to stores resulting in a high volume of packaging to 

be processed at local shops.   

- Local shops are concerned about hygiene and health and safety issues 

associated with used packaging.  Collecting used and soiled packaging could 

impact on their food hygiene rating and the need to invest in protective clothing for 

staff to handle soiled bottles and packaging.  

Local Shops 

Convenience Stores Lack the Capacity to Store Process Packaging  

Convenience stores by their very nature are small format businesses, they are 
generally defined as being under 280 square metres and the 93% of independent 
retailers are even smaller with stores under 186 square metres.  From the retailer 
focus groups there was considerable concern about where and how they would 
collect and store bottles and packaging; 

 “We are fighting for every space inch of space.  If someone comes in with a black 
bag of plastic bottles, where are you going to keep this stuff?”  Retailer, Scotland 

“I don’t have room in any of my stores.  It’s filled with stock or cardboard to go back.  
There isn’t the room.” Retailer, England 

Health & Safety and Hygiene  

Retailers expressed concerns about the hygiene issues with storing used packaging 
and bottles.  This was especially a concern for retailers that prepared fresh food in 
their business and the impact it might have on the food hygiene rating.  In Scotland, 
retailers had raised concerns about their experience of broken and blooded bottles 
they had to process under the now debunked AG Barr bottle return scheme.   

“There’s no way they’re coming in my store.  … I don’t need to be in the situation 
where I could be sued by a customer, I could have Health and Safety after me, I 
could have the EHO round after me, simply because I’m accepting a tin of beans that 
hasn’t been cleaned out properly.” Retailer, England 

“If we are going to have things returned to us that have crap in it, or collected over 
time. That’s not going to work.” Retailer, Wales 

The Workplace (Health, Safety and Welfare) Regulations 1992, Regulation 9 
Cleanliness and Waste Materials stipulates that “so far as is reasonably practicable, 
waste materials should not be allowed to accumulate in a workplace except in 
suitable receptacles”. Staff would also need to be provided with protective clothing 
and gloves in order to process the packaging returned to stores.  

Customer Service 

Retailers are concerned they will lose trade as the collection and processing of 
packaging will increase queuing times.  The average customer spends 4.8 minutes 
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in a convenience store3, meaning that fast service is essential.  Retailers suggested 
that accepting and processing bottles at the till would increase service times, put 
more pressure on staff and require them to invest in more staff;   

“You’ve got someone wanting £5 on a Paypoint, 20 king-size, a bottle of Buckfast, 
and, oh, ‘here’s a bag of empty milk bottles’. You have to sort them, scan them.  You 
could not do it.  It’s ludicrous.  There’s three of four people standing in a queue, 
they’ll walk away.  Speed of service is key thing and you would lose your customers.” 
Retailer, Scotland 

Costs to Retailers  

Retailers are very concerned about the amount they will have to invest in additional 
staff time and reverse vending machines if a Deposit Return Scheme were to be 
introduced.  They strongly advocated the need for compensation for the additional 
costs imposed by the scheme: 

 “If you come in the front door with a can, it’s got to go somewhere where its being 
recycled, so now a member of staff – at 12p a minute – as got to walk out the back 
and walk back again.  That’s 5 minutes, or 60p we’re paying to get a 5, 10 or 20p 
refund on a can – it doesn’t make sense.  And most of this stuff is already recycled in 
private anyway.” Retailer, England 

“If we could have them [RVMs] outside, and not cost us anymore in payroll, and the 
council was going to pay for them, or multinationals would foot the bill, then there is a 
possibility.”  Retailer, Scotland 

Consumers 

Deposit Return Scheme vs Household Recycling  

Given the choice between the introduction of a Deposit Return Scheme being 
introduced compared with their existing household recycling 70% of consumer 
support their existing household recycling. Only 21% indicated they would favour a 
Deposit Return Scheme.4   

These figures show that consumers clearly believe that household recycling 
programmes that are already in operation is the best way to encourage more 
recycling. In fact, when asked what would encourage them to recycle more 37% 
wanted more packaging to be recyclable and 35% they wanted packaging more 
clearly labelled.5  

Only 9% said that a Deposit Return Scheme would make them recycle more.6 

Carless Households and Vulnerable to be hit Hardest   
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Those without cars, in small households, the elderly and those with limited mobility 
would be at a severe disadvantage under a Deposit Return Scheme, and many 
would find returning their empties difficult.  

“I don’t have a car, I’m not going to be taking glass bottles out with me out on to the 
bus.  I don’t think I’d bother.”  Younger Female, Scotland 

“If you’ve got a garage then you’re fine, but if you live in a flat then you’re 
knackered.” Dad, Wales 

“Where would you store this stuff? It’s tough enough as it is trying to keep your 
house tidy before you put it in the wheelie bin.  Would I have to keep it in the car?” 
Younger Female, Scotland 

A higher proportion of those with long term disabilities (73%) or those aged over 65 
years old (76%) supported household collections instead of a Deposit Return 
Scheme.7 

Returning Products to Stores 

Polling of consumers indicates that the majority (51%) said they would return their 
products to supermarkets but 35% said they would return their bottles and packaging 
to convenience stores8.  Consumers in the focus groups suggested this could cause 
problems for local shops; 

“It’s a hassle for the small shop keeper, isn’t it? They’re not going to bother are they?  
Imagine if everyone went down to the local Spar with all the stuff they bought from 
Tesco, they’re not going to be able to handle it are they?” Dad, Wales 
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Populus Online Consumer Polling of 2,000 UK adults complete March 2017 

 

 

 

 

The ACS also submitted evidence to the House of Commons Environmental Audit 
Coffee Cups and Plastic Bottles: disposable packaging inquiry. 

http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/environmental-audit-committee/packaging/written/49804.html
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/environmental-audit-committee/inquiries/parliament-2015/inquiry4/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/environmental-audit-committee/inquiries/parliament-2015/inquiry4/

