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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A deposit return scheme isn’t a new phenomenon.  We used to hand 
back our Barrs’ bottles and many countries around the world have 
established their own such schemes (albeit we are not aware of any 
launched since the advent of kerbside recycling).  We are told that 
Scotland’s DRS exceeds all others in its environmental ambitions, 
and there’s no question but that all the businesses and other 
organisations we have heard from are fully supportive of the intent to 
deliver circularity and net zero. They have, themselves, instigated and 
invested in wide ranging environmental initiatives to this end.

However, environmental policy requires effective implementation. DRS 
is due to go live in August 2023 and there’s a huge amount of detail that 
has yet to be finalised before our producers, retailers and other affected 
parties can fully understand what steps they should take.  This makes 
planning difficult and is further complicated by DRS imposing de-facto 
barriers to trade at Scotland’s borders unless and until other UK schemes 
are inter-operable. And this all comes after two years of tough trading 
through Covid, and as Brexit, the pandemic and the war in Ukraine are 
hitting supply chains, energy and business costs, and while consumers 
face a once in a generation rise in their costs of living.

We all wish to see a workable scheme for Scotland and indeed throughout 
the UK, but we have heard overwhelming evidence that it would be 
far easier to do so on a pan-UK, one scheme basis. We have had serious 
defects flagged to us which simply have to be addressed, otherwise the 
scheme will not succeed - and may in fact prove a very costly failure.

We have learnt of unintended and negative consequents: 

• for consumers - in the price and range of products available as 
producers determine whether to invest in Scotland considering 
the new costs and complexities

• for health policy - as the 20p flat-rate deposit distorts Minimum Unit 
Pricing

• for fraud - as legitimate online sales become unviable due to take-
back obligations

• for smaller brewers - as the costs of operating across segregated 
UK markets become unaffordable

• for the environment - as the unassessed impact on kerbside 
collections, interaction with Extended Producer Responsibility and 
full costs of DRS collections become evident

• for hospitality and retail - faced with new obligations and costs for 
handling drinks containers while labour shortages and inflationary 
costs continue to bite. 

The risks of such damage are increased following the UK Government’s 
announcement that they will not proceed with a DRS scheme for glass, 
which will see different schemes operating in the single UK market, with 
significant practical logistical problems and extra costs for labelling, 
distribution, SKUs and wholesale costs. 

The world is in a different place to where it was when DRS was consulted 
on, and the regulations debated. Despite the best endeavours of the 
scheme administrators, Circularity Scotland, to deliver the DRS we consider 
the chances of it successfully going live on time, within its full scope, are 
vanishingly thin.  The evidence indicates that a fundamental review of the 
net benefits of the scheme is required before taking any further steps. 

We advise time out for clarification and reappraisal. Rather than hit and 
hope, we should examine the environmental impact of the scheme with a 
complete and up-to-date analysis of costs and benefits. 

The end goal of net zero remains the same – but we need to pause to 
reconsider whether the DRS in its existing shape and form can be a 
viable part of getting us there and, if so, how we should implement it.
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Recommendations 

Review the fundamentals: We recommend a re-assessment of the scheme 
fundamentals in light of new evidence of: changes to consumer behaviour, 
baseline recycling figures, negative implications for kerbside recycling, 
previously unconsidered environmental considerations, unintended 
consequences for MUP and financial risks to smaller businesses. The 
following recommendations would then apply only if a decision was taken 
to continue with implementation of a DRS scheme. 

Alignment: We urge the Scottish and UK Governments to work together 
to align the UK schemes in their scope and in their start dates, so that the 
UK remains a single market for our brewers’ and retailers’ businesses.   Three 
distinct schemes will mean three different markets - with all the knock-
on operational complexities, costs, potential wastage and impacts on 
enterprise, jobs and consumer choice. At the very least, three separate but 
interoperable schemes should be central to the core policy objective. 

Phased introduction: The DRS is unique among schemes operating 
elsewhere in the world, in interacting with MUP and in coming on top 
of existing kerbside recycling schemes. The consequences for consumer 
behaviour and environmental impacts will not be fully understood until 
it comes into effect. A phased introduction of products – for example, 
tackling plastics initially (which APSE reports are the most littered products) 
– will build consumer understanding and allow the administration and 
infrastructure to develop. As hospitality already exceeds the DRS target 
rates for recycling glass, and because glass is seen to be particularly 
problematic for handling within the DRS, we recommend this material is 
phased in subsequently and ideally, in alignment with the rest of the UK.

Smaller business phase-in: The DRS treats all producers the same, 
regardless of size and the number of containers put on the market. 
However, the costs will be disproportionately felt by smaller businesses. 
A de-minimis threshold would protect these businesses while the 
scheme beds in. The largest 20% of producers provide 80% of products, 
so we recommend that the scheme be phased in by initially excluding 
the 80% who produce 20%. Circularity Scotland should be required to 
demonstrate how it will give due regard to the requirements of small 
brewers to make the system fair for all. Our advice is to get the big 
problems sorted first, then roll the scheme out to the smaller producers 
making up the rest of the market. 

Changes to online take-back service: Currently there is no way to 
deliver this element of DRS. This should be delayed from the rest of the 
scheme until a cost effective and environmentally positive solution has 
been found.  
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BACKGROUND

1 The Scottish Government is introducing what we are told is one of the 
most environmentally ambitious Deposit Return Schemes (DRS) in Europe, 
scheduled to go live in August 2023.  However, it is also the most complex 
DRS scheme in the world.  Its implementation involves tens of thousands 
of large and small producers, intermediaries, wholesalers, pub chains, local 
councils and high-street and online retailers, with far reaching implications 
for how customers buy and recycle the single-use bottles and cans captured 
within the scheme.  

2 Scotland’s brewers and pubs are among those most exposed to DRS. They 
are one of the UK’s most environmentally driven sectors, but the scheme 
will change the way they operate as producers, hospitality, retailers and 
online businesses. Their preparations for DRS’s launch come on the back of 
several years of tough trading through the Covid-19 pandemic, with debt 
incurred and profits squeezed, now combined with additional inflationary 
input pressures and supply chain uncertainties, whilst their customers are 
experiencing a cost of living crisis.  

3 In light of concerns raised, the Cross-Party Group on Beer and Pubs 
announced an inquiry in April 2022. Evidence was requested on:
• the impact of the Scottish Deposit Return Scheme on brewers, pubs, 

consumers and the environment
• the preparedness of the sector to meet the go-live date next year
• the steps that need to be taken in the next 12 months to prepare for 

launch.  

4 Written evidence was received from large and small businesses, Scottish and 
UK based operators, retailers, producers, manufacturers and other interested 
parties, and is available to read at www.beerandpubinquiry.com.   

5 An oral evidence gathering session was held by zoom on 23 May 2022, with 
the following cross-party panel: 

• Craig Hoy MSP – CPG Convenor, Con, South Scotland
• Fergus Ewing MSP – SNP, Inverness and Nairn
• Paul Sweeney MSP – Lab, Glasgow
• Liam Kerr MSP – Con, N E Scotland 

And the following witnesses: 

• Martyn Weeks – Director of Brewing and Operations, Robinsons 
• Jamie Delap – MD and Owner, Fyne Ales
• John Steele – GB Trade Marketing Director, C&C group plc 
• David Harris – Chief Executive, Circularity Scotland
• Vicki Reynolds – Deposit Return Scheme, Project Programme Manager, 

STAR Pubs & Bars (HEINEKEN UK) 
• James Brown – CEO, Beer 52
• Alistair Stewart – CEO, flavourly.com 
• Mo Baines – Deputy Chief Executive, Association for Public Service 

Excellence (APSE).

The CPG thank all those who took time to share their views. 
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INTRODUCTION

6  Scotland’s DRS aims to reduce litter and increase recycled materials, helping 
to build a circular economy as part of the Scottish Government’s response to 
the global climate emergency.  The original regulations were consulted on in 
2018 and passed in May 2020, with the implementation date subsequently 
revised to go live on 16 August 2023. 

7 It is one of the most extensive deposit return schemes around, however we 
also believe it to be the most complex ever attempted. It is ground-breaking 
within the UK, preceding England, Wales and Northern Ireland’s nascent 
schemes in its start date and differing in its scope.  There is widespread 
support for the scheme’s objectives, and agreement that those objectives 
must be achieved both for the short term and for generations to come. But 
there is also widespread scepticism that the DRS itself will contribute to 
those objectives.  To make it work, consumers would need to understand the 
scheme, and the tens of thousands of businesses who produce, can, bottle, 
distribute, or sell alcoholic or soft drinks in single-use glass, aluminium or 
Polyethylene terephthalate (PET) containers in Scotland would need to 
successfully adapt their operations by August 2023. Chief among these is the 
brewing and hospitality sector.   

8 For affected businesses operating across Scotland’s borders, unless and until 
there are inter-operable schemes across the UK the DRS requirements will 
mean duplicating a range of activities for each of the different markets they 
continue to serve, requiring additional logistics, road miles, complexities 
and costs.  For businesses that operate solely in Scotland, the DRS will entail 
examining business models to understand the costs and practical impact of 
the new obligations.  These operational decisions are awaiting detail from 
the scheme administrators, Circularity Scotland (CSL), leaving businesses 
unable to plan ahead effectively.  
 

9 All the evidence received by this inquiry was supportive of Scotland’s drive 
to net zero. We were given plentiful examples of initiatives taken across the 
brewing and hospitality sectors in support of this aim.   However, we also heard 
vocal concerns about the potential for the scheme’s implementation to: 

•  frustrate its ambitions, with a negative environmental impact in some 
areas which have not been considered

• run counter to the objectives of Minimum Unit Pricing (MUP) and health 
policy

• introduce potential for fraud
• impact consumer choice in the range of brands available in store, in pubs 

and online
• inflate the price of those products affected
• and to endanger smaller businesses. 

10 There is currently an integrated UK supply-chain and market for drinks 
containers, but this changes if DRS schemes are launched at different 
times and with different requirements, potentially leading to four separate 
markets. This leads to high administrative costs which small businesses (like 
many brewers) will be unable to meet and which larger businesses may 
decide make the Scottish market less appealing for investment. 

11 This report draws together the written evidence submitted to the panel and 
the verbal evidence heard. It examines the issues raised, and the measures 
proposed, before recommending some next steps forward. 
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HOW THE SCHEME WORKS

The DRS will ultimately touch every part of industry and every 
household with a complexity that hasn’t yet been understood.
John Steele (GB Trade & Marketing Director, C&C group plc)

Producers

12 Consumers are at the heart of the DRS.  Everyone buying a drink will pay 
a 20p deposit on the glass, metal or PET container it comes in, for all sizes 
between 50ml and three litres.  This 20p is refunded when they return the 
empty container to any one of 35,000 collection points – this could be over 
the counter to any retailer selling these drinks, or via a reverse vending 
machine (RVM) or an online retailer. The onus is on consumer behaviour to 
drive circularity, but it is producers who are responsible for what happens to 
every container they put onto the market.   

13 We received evidence from some of Scotland’s largest, smallest and 
most remote brewers, from those packaging for local and UK brewers for 
distribution across Scotland, from soft drinks producers and from those 
marketing and selling brewers’ products in store, in hospitality and online. 

How DRS works for producers

Producers will have to register with the Scottish Environment Protection 
Agency (SEPA) directly or via Circularity Scotland Ltd (CSL), and either 
accept responsibility for taking back containers, repaying deposits and 
handling charges or appoint CSL, as the scheme administrator, to do so 
on their behalf. This administration fee is £365 regardless of business size 
or number of products (but with an exemption for producers under the 
VAT threshold). 

The producer is defined as the drinks brand owner, or importer into the 
market or, for online sales, as the website owner.  

A producer fee is payable for each drinks container that is sold in 
Scotland, and producers will need to assess the number of their 
containers that will be on the market in Scotland. This responsibility falls 
to them – not to the wholesaler, distributor or grocery chain they may 
use as their route to market. 

CSL has produced a discretionary logo, but producers are not obliged to 
use any specific labelling for containers included in the DRS (although 
CSL is mandating a barcode). If packaging isn’t distinct for items that 
fall within the DRS, with producers using a UK-wide barcode rather 
than a DRS-specific one, they will have to pay a surcharge on top of the 
producer fee for each container, and estimate the number of containers 
going onto the Scottish market.  This is to account for the costs of 
potential fraud - as items without a distinctive DRS barcode could be 
used to claim the 20p in Scotland. 
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14 Large and small producers’ supply chains currently work on the basis of 
unrestricted access across UK markets. A single packaging run from a brewer 
in Glasgow might currently end up, via wholesale or distributor networks, 
in Scotland, Wales, England or Northern Ireland, or a mix of some or all 
of them. The significant change under DRS is that unless producers pay a 
higher surcharge (see box on previous page), a separate run will be needed 
for the Scottish market, requiring additional stock keeping units (SKUs) 
with associated additional storage and logistics costs, and a huge degree of 
complexity for intermediaries who are going to end up with “Scottish” SKUs 
and “RUK”(rest of UK)  SKUs. If the UK and Welsh DRS proposals proceed as 
outlined, three separate SKUs will be needed. 

The administration involved in swapping/forecasting appropriate 
rest of UK stock, to service the fluid but significant demand 
from non-Scottish customers will result in operational and 
cost inefficiencies.   The total costs of DRS will be £2.8 billion, a 
significant amount, despite the net benefits which the Scottish 
Government calculate1.
Budweiser written evidence

Issues arising for producers

15 Our witnesses explained that key information is needed before they can 
work out which of their brands will be viable within this newly segregated 
market, before then scoping, establishing and testing new systems for the 
August 2023 start date. Unknowns include fundamentals such as if/how VAT 
will be accounted for and, as C&C (Scotland’s largest brewer) summarised, 
details about: “Oncoding specifications, fees for retail handling and producers’ 
fees, labelling, payment terms, invoicing, technical compliance, and how 

DRS will operate with Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) and Packaging 
Recovery Note (PRN) requirements.” 

16 Martyn Weeks (Director of Brewing and Operation, Robinsons) explained the 
challenge: “There’s a huge level of uncertainty at the moment. Confidence is key 
to business investment in the future. If you knock confidence, you stop investing 
and it becomes a downward spiral. We need a level of certainty, but the schemes 
are still being developed so we have no certainty; we can’t tell customers how 
much it will cost to sell into Scotland, so how can they plan?” His operations 
include packaging beers from Scottish and English brewers for sale across 
the UK: “The administrative costs are substantial, in a sector where profit 
margins are already low, and in many cases the proposed producer fee is greater 
than the profit per bottle that the producer can make…the increased costs 
cannot be absorbed by the producer, and will have to be passed on.”  

17 Speaking from his perspective as a Scottish craft brewer, and on behalf 
of other small brewers within the Society of Independent Brewers (SIBA), 
Jamie Delap of Fyne Ales elaborated on the business impact: “For smaller 
producers, the number-one problem is often having to decide whether a 
product is economically viable, and by slicing the Scottish market away from 
the English market, potentially the market becomes much smaller.”  For many 
small brewers, this could be “an existential threat”. Many smaller businesses 
are in survival mode at present, and the additional costs of the scheme will 
be coming on top of margins squeezed by Covid, on businesses saddled 
with substantial extra debt, now facing input cost inflation of 15%. The Day 
One charges to cover products already on the market could require several 
months of producer fees and deposits upfront, imposing heavy calls on 
cash flow. As Mr Delap told us, these costs might be manageable for larger 
producers, but not for the long tail of Scotland’s smaller brewers nor for the 
smaller brewers south of the border supplying a limited number of cases to 
Scotland each year.  Three small Scottish brewers have already notified SIBA 
that they will stop trading altogether because of the costs of DRS.

1 A Deposit Return Scheme for Scotland, Final Business and Regulatory Impact Assessment (BRIA) 



10

This could be an existential threat for small brewers.
Jamie Delap, Fyne Ales

18 Our inquiry heard from soft drinks producers facing similar problems.  The 
Aberdeenshire small/micro soft drinks producer, Summer House Drinks, 
outlined the issues arising from the market barriers, the inclusion of glass 
within the DRS, and CSL’s blanket fees: 
“As a soft drinks producer, our margins are very tight. The liquid we sell is less 
expensive than beer, wine or spirts but there is no sliding scale in Circularity 
Scotland fees to take that into account.  We will be charged the same amount for 
a 70cl bottle of lemonade which retails at £2.99 as a 70cl bottle of whisky that 
retails at ten times the price. 
“Without a four-nations approach to glass, there is no hope of gaining a UK-
wide system over time and therefore some removal of the extra administration, 
wholesale and logistics costs associated with this.  Producers supplying in cans and 
plastic have at least the prospect of that opportunity.  That means that the large 
producers have a material advantage in the marketplace as they can afford the 
investment in equipment required to produce in cans and plastic.  Glass is an ‘entry 
level’ container, it does not require large investment to get going but the inclusion 
of glass in the scheme not only puts current producers at a disadvantage but will 
also stifle innovation as a major barrier to entry for new producers.” 

Packaging represents a much higher element of cost for smaller brewers 
than their larger rivals. SIBA provided us with an example of a Scottish-
based small brewer, who currently supplies a UK-based supermarket 
with approximately 5% of their beer in Scotland. They would see the 
labelling costs more than double for their Scottish-only products, as the 
print run requires a minimum order of 100,000 cans. The beer would 
not be profitable. Because of the purchasing power of supermarkets, 
the brewery faces the choice of not selling in Scotland or selling those 
products at a loss to the supermarket.

Pubs and retail

19 We received evidence from high street and online retailers, from pub 
operators and from small brewers operating online shops and taprooms as 
sales points for their products. All highlighted the significant changes that 
will be required to fulfill their new responsibilities.

How DRS works for retailers

Under the DRS regulations, retailers have to charge a 20p deposit on 
any container within the scheme, and operate as a return point for 
consumers wanting to return any container included. 

Similar rules apply to online sales: if product within the scheme is 
delivered, a take-back service must be offered. 

For on-site consumption, pubs can choose to operate a closed-loop 
system, whereby if all drinks containers stay on the premises, the 
customer isn’t charged the deposit. 

Retailers will receive a handling fee.  For manual handling it is 2.69p per 
article; for vending machines it is 3.55p for the first 8,000 items then 
1.35p; for hospitality operating a closed loop, it is 0.13p per item.
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Issues arising for retailers 

20  For on-premise sales: Vicki Reynolds (STAR Pubs & Bars) pointed out that 
pubs are already effectively closed-loop environments, with 90% recycling 
rates for glass. More broadly, our inquiry heard the DRS will create significant 
issues around handling and storing glass bottles.  Given the number of 
products pubs handle in glass packaging - from whisky and gin to tonic 
water and soft drinks - these issues could become problems of some 
magnitude. At present, approximately 40% of Scotland’s pubs have glass 
crushers, but under DRS these will become redundant, as glass bottles will be 
collected, whole, in tote bags. 

21 Storage of these tote bags is an issue, as empties previously stored outside 
will now have a value (a single truck of product will have a £10,000 ‘DRS 
value’2). For businesses managing unprecedented levels of debt and rising 
costs, the need to invest in secure storage will be unwelcome; for some 
smaller city-centre pubs, it will be impracticable; and for many, unaffordable. 
The loss of empty containers through theft will have a significant impact on 
marginal operators’ bottom lines.

Even with closed loops in pubs, containers will be stolen since at 
20p there is £1 to be earned from pocketing five bottles.
J W Lees, written evidence 

22 Concerns were raised that the closed-loop system could be confusing for 
consumers, as on any given high street one outlet may pass the deposit 
amount onto a customer whereas another may not. Furthermore, the 
closed-loop system was seen as being potentially costly for hospitality, as 
recompense will be limited to the ‘consumables’ of bags and tags, with a 
minimal contribution towards costs and labour associated with scanning and 
counting containers or storing them (see box on previous page). 

23 These direct costs and the additional staff time involved in DRS were 
identified in a pre-pandemic pilot trial in Glasgow.  UK Hospitality Scotland 
explained in written evidence that the pandemic had added further 
challenges, as businesses were now having to manage acute staff shortages 
- a burden not considered in the design of the scheme. UKH Scotland also 
suggested that labour shortages may affect Circularity Scotland’s promise of 
daily collections. 

CSL is still in its infancy, there are to be countless production and 
product listing/viability challenges, not to mention the route for 
return.  Add to that the in-pub segregation, logging and handling.  
It is therefore paramount that our industry has certainty on 
the design before starting operational and logistical changes 
needed to ensure the scheme is robust and businesses can meet 
requirements.
Punch, written evidence 

24 For off- sales:  For smaller retailers, space is at a premium.  All floorspace 
given over to processing or storing empties carries an opportunity cost, so 
creating potential inflationary costs for other items. Smaller retailers are 
estimating costs of handling at possibly 13p an item, but the handling fees 
payable to them will be significantly lower, at 1.35p to 3.55p (see box on 
previous page). 

2   HEINEKEN written evidence
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Retailers need to purchase and install expensive equipment to 
process returns - something my business has no physical space 
to host - I literally have a wee shop. I also have concerns about 
the ability of small shops to manually process and store returns. 
I staff my shop myself and will struggle to process returns and 
run the shop at the same time…I also have an online shop 
and having to offer the takeback service will be undeliverable. 
It will be far too costly for us to arrange the pick-up of empty 
containers. 
Wee Beer Shop, Glasgow, written evidence 

 

25 For on-line sales: Online retailers are obliged to offer a takeback service, 
so that their customers have the option to request that their empties are 
collected by, or on behalf of, the seller from the place they were delivered. 
This applies to large and small businesses alike – thus capturing the online 
sales from small breweries (invested in by many to survive the pandemic), 
alongside large grocery companies.  

26 The take-back requirement caused considerable concern amongst our 
witnesses as being environmentally and economically ruinous.  They 
also explained that there is no known means for fulfilling it. The courier 
services that small brewers and web-based retailers use to deliver sealed 
containers to their customers do not, and currently cannot, handle the 
waste of return collections. 

27  We heard the environmental impact of the requirement had not been 
properly assessed. The extra road miles involved in collections had not been 
accounted for in analysis of the scheme.  The economics and logistics of a 
hub-to-spoke delivery service are very different to the spoke-to-hub model 
required by the take-back obligation. Particularly when a take-back can be 
requested retrospectively.  James Brown of the online retailer Beer52 asked: 
“How will the pick-up scheme work in a market where the margins are already so 
slim, with input costs going up like crazy, who will pay for it? The scheme won’t 
allow consumers to, but we can’t afford to pick-up the costs.”   

The carbon cost of take-back 

Summer House Drinks provided a snapshot analysis of the environmental 
cost of the take-back requirement:

They calculated the return mileage for each of the online orders 
shipped from their Walter Gregor’s website in a two-week period in May, 
assuming the bottles were returned from the point of delivery to the 
point of shipment via the courier network. They then compared this 
against customers’ taking a trip to a bottle bank for recycling, using a 
15-mile return trip average.  Their conclusion was that the 192 bottles 
concerned would incur an extra 4000+ road miles if their customers 
demanded a take-back.3 

3     See evidence at www.beerandpubinquiry.com
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28 Evidence also suggests that the wider costs to a range of small businesses 
have not been factored into analysis of take-back cost and benefits. Summer 
House Drinks explained in a written submission: 
“Because the businesses and trade associations that have been involved in the 
consultation process are not operating in the speciality sector, they have no 
appreciation for the online hamper market, which is a significant customer, 
comprising both specialist companies and the farm shops, delis and food halls 
who sell hampers online.  They will simply substitute a bottle for another jar 
of jam or pack of shortbread.  The take-back scheme also includes local, high 
street florists who sell bottles of champagne or wine as an upsell to add to their 
profitability to stay viable in the face of cheap supermarket flowers.” 

29 A further consequence is for fraud. If legitimate online sales become 
unviable, a black market may grow in place. SIBA’s written evidence 
questioned whether SEPA had the resources to police the hundreds of small 
online retailers that now exist in Scotland and the rest of the UK.  

In all our conversations over several years with the Scottish 
Government, SEPA and the scheme administrator, no one can 
provide information on how a take-back service will work in 
practice.
SIBA written evidence 

30 The conclusion from our retail witnesses was unanimous – the take-back 
requirement will force them to stop online sales in Scotland. This will have 
knock-on consequences for many of the smaller brewers and brands for whom 
they provide their main route to market, and have a direct impact on jobs.  

If we are not selling from Scotland, there’s no point in remaining 
based in Scotland and good reason to relocate closer to a logistics 
hub south of the border.
Ali Stewart, flavourly.com

 

A Scottish brewery case study 
of the costs of DRS

During the pandemic our sales fell by 20%. The only thing that saved us 
was packaged goods sales - which have gone from 10% of our revenue 
in 2019, to 40% in 2021. Based on 2021 figures we estimate that the 
overall cost to us will be roughly £20,000 (SEPA £365, label re-design 
£4,375, label reprinting £3,500, website redesign £500, producer fee per 
container £6,000, scheme registration fee £5,000). 

As it stands this means that DRS will cost us 35% of our annual profit. 
Considering the hit we’ve taken to our profit during the past two years, 
this figure is simply unviable. It doesn’t include the fees associated with 
re-registering products and approving them with various legal bodies in 
order to continue selling through multiple retailers - who in the current 
calendar year account for 75% of our packaged beer sales. 
We as a business have already taken a number of steps to ensure we 
are as sustainable and environmentally friendly as possible, including 
zero-emissions local deliveries, increased sustainability in our bottle/can 
packaging, sustainable raw-material recycling, fully returnable/reusable 
draught packaging, and sustainable brewing practices and equipment.  

(as submitted in SIBA evidence to the inquiry)
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For consumers

31 Consumers are at the heart of the DRS.  John Steele explained the 
importance of the scheme being successful, efficient and understandable 
from day one to ensure consumer buy-in. He explained that the notion of 
20p per can to save the planet had been tested in Zero Waste Scotland’s 
consumer research, but the response to an additional £2.40 on a 12-pack 
of beer was less positive.  The flat-rate deposit could have unintended 
consequences for consumer behaviour. 

Issues arising for consumers

32 Minimum unit pricing: Consumers are price sensitive at point of purchase 
– and never more so than in a cost-of-living crisis.  Our witnesses raised 
concerns about the unintended consequences of a flat-rate 20p deposit hitting 
Minimum Unit Pricing (MUP) policy. To the best of our knowledge, no other 
country has a DRS and MUP, and so consumer response has not been tested.  

33 Under DRS, a 70cl bottle of vodka will have the same 20p deposit as a 440ml 
can of beer, but it contains 15 times the amount of alcohol, so affecting 
the price per unit of alcohol.   The Scottish Beer & Pub Association (SBPA)’s 
written evidence provided detail around this. Drinks with a higher ABV 
such as wine and spirits tend to be more expensive and come in larger 
containers, whereas lower ABV drinks such as beer and cider tend to come 
in smaller volumes per unit, often 330ml, 440ml or 500ml and often in 
multipacks. The percentage price change on higher-ABV drinks as a result 
of the DRS is therefore smaller than the price changes on lower ABV drinks. 

Higher-strength products (e.g. vodka) become proportionally cheaper than 
lower-strength products (i.e. beer) at the initial point of purchase. SBPA’s 
table below, shows how the deposit will impact different alcohol products, 
creating new minimum prices per unit at point of sale. We question what 
assessment has been made of the impact of this price change. 

Product ABV 
Strength

Current 
Minimum 

Price

Total 
Deposit

New 
Minimum 

Price

Price 
Increase

New 
Minimum 
Price per 

Unit

Beer: 
330ml glass 4% £0.66 20p £0.86 30.3% 65p

Cider: 
2 Litre PET 5% £6.00 20p £6.20 3.3% 62p

Wine: 
750ml glass 14% £5.25 20p £5.45 3.81% 52p

Vodka: 
700ml glass 37.5% £13.13 20p £13.33 1.52% 51p

Beer: 
20x330ml 
glass

4% £13.20 £4.00 £17.20 30.30% 65p

34 Accessibility: Evidence from The Association for Public Service Excellence 
(APSE) explained the incomplete assessment of accessibility: disabled and 
other consumers who depend on deliveries will be reliant on an efficient 
take-back scheme to reclaim their deposits. As already mentioned, this part 
of the regulations is currently unworkable with no solution visible.
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35 Booze trips:  Our witnesses raised potential unintended consequences for 
encouraging fraudulent behaviour – from lifting bottles from pubs’ closed-
loop systems to an illegal market for online sales. The combination of MUP 
and DRS also raises the prospect of an uptake in legitimate cross-border 
trade, with consequent implications for public health policy and carbon 
footprint. According to SBPA “Products on sale in the north of England without 
deposits or MUP will result in the price at the point of purchase for multipacks 
being 50% cheaper than in Scotland. If it is possible to defraud the system by 
returning those containers without a deposit (printing barcodes/labels etc), it 
would reduce the relative cost even further.“ 

For the environment 

Pubs recycle 90% of their glass; this is higher than the target for the 
DRS scheme.
Vicki Reynolds, STAR Pubs & Bars 

36 The Scottish pre-pandemic household recycling rate was 44.7%4. Although it 
is not possible to split out from this beverage recycling of aluminium, glass 
or PET, this suggests that recycling rates would need to roughly double to 
enable the scheme to achieve its targets. This requires significant consumer 
behaviour change. It also requires no externalities to upset assumptions 
about the environmental benefits. Ali Stewart was blunt in challenging 
this: “This is a bad scheme, based on bad data and bad analysis, which won’t 
drive environmental benefit.” Among other matters, he said the analysis had 
been based on out-of-date figures and had not taken into account any 
benefits from the roll-out of EPR.  He also explained that some fundamental 

4      Official Statistics Publication for Scotland - Household waste summary, waste landfilled, waste incinerated (Jan-Dec 2018) | Media | Scottish Environment Protection Agency (SEPA)

environmental considerations had not been factored in to analysis, including 
the road miles arising from the take-back scheme (see paragraph 27) and 
from consumers returning their bottles and cans. The impact on local 
councils of losing revenue from kerbside recycling had also been ignored 
(see paragraph 41, 41).

Issues arising for the environment

37 As already covered, the take-back requirement is seen as problematic for 
environmental, as much as operational and economic, reasons. To the 
environmental cost of take-back, our witnesses added the unintended 
consequences of unnecessary waste incurred from the compressed lead times 
for DRS going live.  Producers explained that an 18-24 month window was 
needed between confirming operational requirements and the start date, with 
any shorter period meaning product and packaging going to waste.   

38 Producers also pointed to the possibility of the DRS inadvertently 
incentivising less environmentally friendly packaging.  A flat-rate deposit 
could drive a change in packaging – into larger containers, or cheaper and 
easier-to-handle PET. This would be exacerbated if combined with a higher 
producer fee for glass. 

39 Mo Baines, Deputy Chief Executive, APSE explained that the environmental 
costs and benefits had not been properly assessed for refuse collection. The 
analysis of material going into household waste had been conducted pre-
lockdown, since when consumer behaviour and the effects on waste streams 
of hybrid working had not been reviewed. 
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40 APSE’s research review of other European DRS schemes found they had 
all been introduced ahead of kerbside recycling (ie, no DRS schemes have 
been introduced anywhere in Europe where there’s established kerbside 
recycling).  In Scotland, kerbside recycling relies on the value of recyclates. 
The value of these will be reduced when the DRS separates food and 
beverage containers into two waste streams. Some higher-value material, 
such as wine bottles, will be removed while leaving the obligation to collect 
others, such as jam jars.  Ms Baines explained that this could cause problems 
for local authorities locked into longer-term waste disposal contracts. 
British Glass, in written evidence, said Dumfries and Galloway Council had 
announced the end to their kerbside collections for glass: “We will only be 
collecting a small percentage of the glass items we currently collect, making 
kerbside collections for glass unsustainable and not cost effective”5. 

41 Ms Baines outlined the unknown carbon impact of the DRS.  Local authorities 
have fine-tuned their collections to optimise routes, and it’s unknown what 
the carbon impact will be when they are remodelled to take account of 
changed recycling. Investment in decarbonising kerbside collection vehicles 
was also at stake. Further, it wasn’t known what transport and collection 
fleets would be used for DRS pick-ups and sorting. However, switching to 
myriad providers picking up from 35,000 take-back points, had significant 
potential to increase carbon footprint. APSE research had found 60.53% 
of local authority participants either strongly agreed or agreed with the 
statement that multiple waste carriers in localities will not be good for the 
local environment and air quality.6 

5        https://www.dumgal.gov.uk/article/21420/FAQ-s-New-Waste-and-Recycling-Service
6         Deposit Return Scheme: Lessons from Scotland and implications for the rest of the UK 
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HOW TO MAKE DRS A SUCCESS

We all know more needs to be done to increase recycling, 
tackle litter, and move toward creating a circular economy for 
all packaging formats. To this end, it is vital that we use the 
opportunity now to get recycling right for generations to come. 
Written evidence from British Glass

42 David Harris, Chief Executive, CSL, told us “The scheme success depends on 
producers and consumers engaged and fully brought in.”  He also made clear 
that it was the role of Circularity Scotland to implement the DRS scheme, 
not to assess whether it has a positive environmental benefit or whether the 
benefits are proportionate to the complexity and cost. 

43 In view of the known complexities, costs and environmental concerns 
flagged up to this inquiry, and the known unknowns and issues 
stemming from gaps in underlying policy analysis, we question how 
DRS can be successfully implemented next August.   

44 The scheme was envisaged in a world very different to where we find 
ourselves today. Regulations were discussed before the Covid pandemic, 
Brexit and the war in Ukraine had disrupted supply chains, hit business 
margins, and sparked a once-in-a-lifetime cost of living crisis for 
consumers. We’re in wholehearted agreement with our witnesses that 
we need to get to net zero, but to help get us there, the DRS scheme must 
be re-examined. If the decision is still to proceed with a DRS scheme, we 
need clear and unambiguous detail specified, with allowance for an 18-24 
month window before it goes live, in which businesses and consumers 
can be adequately prepared.  

In business, when you see a problem coming you need to be 
strong and confident and tackle it.  This may not be right for 
this time, so make sure it is right for the future… take time to 
challenge the scheme to ensure it is right first time and does 
what you want it to do.
Martyn Weeks, Robinsons
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

45 Review the fundamentals: We recommend a re-assessment of the scheme 
fundamentals in light of new evidence of: changes to consumer behaviour, 
baseline recycling figures, negative implications for kerbside recycling, 
previously unconsidered environmental considerations, unintended 
consequences for MUP and financial risks to smaller businesses. The following 
recommendations would then apply only if a decision was taken to continue 
with implementation of a DRS scheme. 

46 Alignment: We urge the Scottish and UK Governments to work together 
to align the UK schemes in their scope and in their start dates, so that the 
UK remains a single market for our brewers’ and retailers’ businesses.   Three 
distinct schemes will mean three different markets - with all the knock-on 
operational complexities, costs, potential wastage and impacts on enterprise, 
jobs and consumer choice. At the very least, three separate but interoperable 
schemes should be central to the core policy objective. 

47 Phased introduction: The DRS is unique among schemes operating 
elsewhere in the world, in interacting with MUP and in coming on top 
of existing kerbside recycling schemes. The consequences for consumer 
behaviour and environmental impacts will not be fully understood until 
it comes into effect. A phased introduction of products – for example, 
tackling plastics initially (which APSE reports are the most littered products) 
– will build consumer understanding and allow the administration and 
infrastructure to develop. As hospitality already exceeds the DRS target rates 
for recycling glass, and because glass is seen to be particularly problematic 
for handling within the DRS, we recommend this material is phased in 
subsequently and ideally, in alignment with the rest of the UK.

48 Smaller business phase-in: The DRS treats all producers the same, 
regardless of size and the number of containers put on the market. However, 
the costs will be disproportionately felt by smaller businesses. A de-minimis 
threshold would protect these businesses while the scheme beds in. The 
largest 20% of producers provide 80% of products, so we recommend that 
the scheme be phased in by initially excluding the 80% who produce 20%. 
Circularity Scotland should be required to demonstrate how it will give due 
regard to the requirements of small brewers to make the system fair for all. 
Our advice is to get the big problems sorted first, then roll the scheme out to 
the smaller producers making up the rest of the market. 

49 Changes to online take-back service: Currently there is no way to deliver 
this element of DRS. This should be delayed from the rest of the scheme until 
a cost effective and environmentally positive solution has been found.  
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51 This is a complicated scheme and we’re in a different world to the place 
where DRS was first designed.  We urge our government to pause, reset and 
engage.  As our witnesses told us, there’s no shame in taking a step back to 
reassess how best to make environmental policy work. 

We were an early supporter of a Deposit Return Scheme but the 
scheme, in its current form, is inflexible when dealing with small 
producers and retailers, and means that my business will no 
longer be viable and I will have to close it.
Wee Beer Shop, written evidence 

CONCLUSION

 There’s not enough time, the details are based on inaccurate 
data, and in the current economic climate this needs a pause 
and reset.
James Brown, Beer52 

We need to get to net zero… but is this scheme going to make 
a meaningful hit given all the complexities and changes that 
have come about since the first consultation? A lot of decisions 
still need to be made which need time to feed through the supply 
chains… this is going to be a very high profile environmental 
initiative and if it is an expensive failure it will do no favours 
when it comes to achieving net zero.
Jamie Delap, Fyne Ales 

50 As a cross-party group, it’s rare to find an issue where so many witnesses 
are in such agreement about policy aims - and so unified in saying that 
pressing ahead could be disastrous. Implementation will have unforeseen 
implications for enterprise, jobs, consumers and the environment. DRS raises 
significant issues, and we see no merit in ignoring the warning flags that 
have been raised. 
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