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Introduction

This report represents the headline discussion points from a round table convened in
response to the Chancellor of the Exchequer’s Call for Evidence on the issue of
single-use plastic. This round table comprised leading experts drawn from the solid
waste management fields (private and public sectors) both domestically and
internationally. Brief profiles of the participants and their respective organisations
can be found at the end of this report.
The driving themes of our discussion were focused around legislation, supportive
measures and the global responsibilities (and opportunities) the UK has in tackling
the problem. Most participants have been working on this and related subjects for
many years prior to the emergence of the issue into a wider public domain over the
past year.
The wider public interest in single-use plastic and associated topics has led to a
highly encouraging movement amongst innovators and inventors coming forth with
all manner of solutions, most of which are excellent in their thinking and intent.
The motivation for the round table was recognising that for these and future
technical solutions to be fully realised, they need to be developed and ultimately
exist within clear government policies without which, there is the risk that good
ideas get overlooked or the wrong technologies are applied.
At the same time, as the UK approaches a new life outside of the EU, there exists the
need and opportunity to reposition the nation as a credible, global leader in
sustainable waste management and related fields driven by the ability to tackle the
problem of plastic pollution at source.
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Single-use plastic is not a single-topic issue. There are many functions of Solid Waste
Management that influence consumer attitudes and behaviours as well as impact on
the ability of people to take positive, sustainable action. Everything interlinks which
is why we have, in part, expanded our discussion reported here into slightly wider
areas of interest but those that link back to the primary objective of reducing and
ultimately eliminating sing-use plastic.
It is a highly complex topic and one that requires more scope than a report of this
nature can provide. What follows is summary of our discussions and headline points.
Each of those that participated would be happy to be consulted further (individually
or collectively) on any of the points raised.
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This document is free of copyright. Its intent is to provide insight from key, relevant and
experienced experts to aid government thinking towards the issues pertaining to single-use
plastic and plastic pollution. The written contents of this report may be copied, published
and used as is seen fit by the recipient (with the exception of diagrams, illustrations and
photographs which do remain protected under copyright). We do ask that where this is done
that due reference is given to the authors and participants.
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Overview
As an island nation, the UK has an opportunity to take centre stage in the battle
against single-use plastic and plastic pollution. But first, we must practice what we
preach and that means implementing systems that target the upper bands of the
waste hierarchy1; not just recycling but reuse and ultimately; prevention.

Above: The Waste Hierarchy, which graphically demonstrates the ranking of preferred means to deal with
waste. Not shown, but what sits above ‘reduce’ is prevention; preventing waste from being generated in the
first place.

The EU landfill directive, ratified by the UK in the late 90s and manifested in the
myriad of recycling opportunities we have available to us today, was driven by the
need to achieve one single thing; a reduction in the amount of waste that ended up
in landfill. Achieving this objective remains a work-in-progress but progress has been
good. However, to date, this has lead to both government and industry to focus
upon ‘end-of-pipe’ solutions; new ways of dealing with the waste once it has been
generated. We contend that relying upon these ‘end-of-pipe’ solutions to tackle
single-use plastic and plastic pollution will place increased pressure on service
providers (Local Authorities and Waste Companies) who are already creaking under
budget limitations and strains on resources when they already have a multitude of
other functions to contend with.
The same can be said for those technologies designed to address the outputs of the
problem rather than the origin. The risk here is that if those technologies prove to be
useful, focus on the wider, originating issues can be lost. Solutions no longer become
sustainable and could even increase the problem, as people believe that there is
always a way to deal with the issue so ‘why change’?
To fully address the issue, there needs to be a profound and committed transition
towards positioning the UK’s waste operations to one that focuses true priority on
those upper bands of the waste hierarchy.
The downstream recycling value chains and those that provide them – local
authorities, waste companies, processing organisations and others – are having to
1 http://www.wrap.org.uk/content/why-take-action-legalpolicy-case
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adapt to dealing with multitudes of different plastic types and composites of
interminably varying nature. Consumers are unable to make simple, informed buying
decisions when considering the impact packaging has on the environment; the
message is confused to all but the most committed eco-consumers.
There needs to be a new Packaging Covenant.
But it is wrong to expect the waste industry alone to support and critically, fund this.
Unless industry is made to share the costs of the reverse logistics associated with
packaging waste handling, they will remain a free rider in the economic equation
surrounding waste, with no meaningful incentive to increase the cost of single use
packaging.
The most rapid change comes when people demand it. There is today, greater
awareness of the problems and a greater demand for change than has been
previously present. Single-use plastic and plastic pollution has become this
generation’s ‘Ozone Layer’ and the interest and concern that prevails needs to be
harnessed and capitalised on but there exists too much complexity, choice and
confusion to do so.
Consumers need simple information on how recyclable a product is and clear
indication of its environmental impact. We need to work towards labelling standards
that give clear and concise signals to consumers combined with financial incentive to
the manufacturers to change. If consumer habits shift towards making choices based
upon the presence of sustainable packaging and if it costs less for the manufacturers
to supply it, then change will be significant, sustainable and rapid.
The UK is a world leader in financial and creative design based services. We are not a
waste management technology manufacturer. This places us in an almost unique
situation amongst the OECD countries involved in promoting better resource and
waste management in developing countries; a major origin of marine pollution. Our
nation is generally regarded as helpful, impartial and trustworthy. We do not
dispense advice with hidden agendas to support manufacturing sectors. Taking our
place at the forefront of the circular economy, plastics and oceans, and climate
change industry means preserving and building upon that reputation. Its time for an
Industry Code of Practice to be developed that guides our international interventions
in the resources/waste management sector.
It is important not to vilify plastic as a demon material and keep in mind the inherent
and compelling benefits it offers to society; its cheapness, its lightness, its
usefulness. There exists a need to expand the thinking beyond packaging and waste
and give consideration to the holistic production – distribution – consumption
picture.
In consideration of all these factors, we focused discussions on six key areas:
Education, 2) Current Services, 3) Simplicity, 4) Cost Sharing, 5) Global Leadership
and 6) Beyond waste and recycling.
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1. Education

Children, of course, have a significant role to play in shaping the future and
also have great influence on the here and now. They have great empathy
for the natural environment and arguably, a better understanding of their
impact on it. These are virtues that need harnessing but in a controlled and
strategic manner.
Over the past 10 years, recycling and related subjects have been removed from
Primary School curriculums. The Department for Education has pushed these topics
into secondary school education under Key Stage 4 science (GCSE level) as follows:
Chemical & Allied Industries
• Life cycle assessment and recycling to assess environmental impacts
associated with all the stages of a product's life
• The viability of recycling of certain materials
WRAP, who previously provided excellent resource support for waste education
across all age groups but particularly with Primary Schools, are today operating
within more constrained parameters; financially and in terms of the resources they
can provide. As such, they have shifted their primary educational support away from
Primary Schools to GCSE learning to support the revised curriculum.
There is today, no structured curriculum based learning available to all children; only
those who have opted to study the subjects within which brief and limited content
of the topics are included. Any education beyond these is dependant upon the
desire and enthusiasm of individual Head teachers, often encouraged and supported
by the Local Authorities. And here, we find that those Local Authorities that were
once highly pro-active in this regard also have less ability to be so today.
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If it is accepted that one of the roles of education beyond academia is to influence a
child’s thinking to shape them in to adults with due regard and respect for civil
society, then education towards appropriate behaviour towards waste must feature
within structured learning to all and at a far earlier stage.
There is a natural enthusiasm for the environment amongst children, particularly
younger children. They love animals and many will have watched The Blue Planet
and scenes of the detrimental affect of marine litter on the creatures featured. At
present, there is little, if any, formal conduit to channel this interest.
In-school recycling is not widespread although is improving. However, were it is
available it is often the case that the means of recycling is very different to what
children will see being used at homes. The schools themselves generally fall into the
category of ‘commercial waste’ and receive a very different service of waste and
recycling collections; sometimes delivered by an entirely different contractor. This
means that using the school’s own recycling activities to expand the local household
recycling message is not possible yet something that could easily be fixed.
For example, if a local authority collects dry-mixed recycling from households in a
blue bin, then the school should also use a blue bin for the same materials. This
supports the wider recycling messages by providing visual continuity, regardless of
the contractual arrangements in place.
EDUCATION | Summary and key actions
The removal of recycling and related subjects from primary school curriculums is a
retrograde step. Children can be highly persuasive influencers in the home and their
natural enthusiasm to protect their environment should be better capitalised upon.
Not only could this deliver improved behaviours and attitudes now, the Children will
grow into better-informed adults whereby the preferred actions and behaviours are
the norm.
However, we must respect that schools and teachers have to cover many other
subjects to cover that must of course take precedence; maths, English, etc.
Therefore, it is vital that schools are given institutional support from all relevant
agencies in delivering boosted education on waste and recycling.
Key recommendations
1
Place sustainability, waste, recycling and relates subjects back onto the Primary
School curriculum.
2

Increase range of funding and support able to be offered by suitable actors
(WRAP, Local Authorities, other education and environmental NGOs, etc.).

3

Enable better alignment with school recycling to the domestic services
provided locally.
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2. Current Services

At present, most people group the single-use plastics and plastic pollution
messages with other waste and recycling themes, which invariably places
Local Authorities into the arena of viable solution providers as they are
seen by most as the front line force in UK waste management.
Whilst their direct ability to act as such is limited, they do have a vital role
to play in supporting the transition.
To almost all people, their Local Council is the front-line provider of waste and
recycling services. It is the most visible, frequent and ubiquitous of all Council
provided services and it is therefore natural that the two are so closely aligned.
Indeed, it was the introduction of organised waste management in the early 1800s
that gave rise to Municipal Sanitation Departments, which were the forerunner to
the Local Authorities we have today. Waste Services and Councils will always be seen
as unified entities regardless of the companies that may be contracted to act on
their behalf or the extraneous factors over which they in fact, have little or no
control.
Tackling the issues of single-use plastic and plastic pollution is beyond the direct
remit and capacity of Local Authorities. The issue is a national and international one
and one that will take time to address to the point of change. But, because of the
inherent linkage between waste and Local Authorities in the minds of the
population, they still have an important part to play particularly through the early
process of policy transition.
Since the widespread introduction of kerbside recycling in the early 00s, the
inclusion of plastic within recyclable materials collected has been Omni-present
across the UK. Almost all Local Authorities collect at least some plastic (normally PET
and HDPE), most collect many types.
Local Authorities are therefore ideally positioned to play a contributing role in
reducing the amount of plastic that gets disposed through ensuring as much is
recycled as possible. This is important because people need to be given the
confidence that there exists the institutional competency and capacity to deal
effectively with current challenges before moving onto the next. Local Authorities
9

are seen as people’s ‘representatives’ when it comes to all things waste so, in simple
terms, if someone’s local council is providing sub-standard waste and recycling
services or otherwise recyclable materials are ending up in landfill, then it will be
more difficult for messages and calls-to-actions on single-use plastic to resonate and
be acted upon by the population.
One area that would benefit from priority action is contamination. This is where high
levels of incorrect materials are placed in the wrong bin; either recyclable material
being placed in residual waste bins (so sending otherwise recyclable material to
landfill) or non-recyclable material being placed in recycling bins (either reducing its
value or rendering the entire load un-recyclable) 2.
The level of contamination in both the residual and recycling streams is on the rise.
Some councils are reporting contamination levels to regularly reach levels of 15% or
higher. This has three highly detrimental effects: 1) As mentioned, material that
could otherwise be recycled is disposed of, 2) It costs the local authority much more
than it would otherwise and 3) When material intended for recycling has to be
disposed of, the local population (who are generally kept informed via an everinterested local press), become disillusioned that their efforts to recycle are being
wasted and so care less about doing so. A common belief amongst some sectors of
society is that “recycling is a myth; it all goes into the same hole” so when, as a result
of contamination, this does in fact happen, it is difficult to counter the argument.
Local Authorities and experts agree that the cause of contamination is rooted in
three areas:
i) Communication
What can and can’t be recycled remains highly variable across different parts
of the country. Well intended on-pack recycling information does not always
align with local services and above all of these is the simple fact that people
need to be constantly reminded, encouraged and nudged to recycle and
recycle properly. This can only be achieved through consistent and regular
communication.
Budgetary constraints over the past 10 years has seen the level of public
engagement on recycling issues lessen but increased spend being applied to
deal with the problem, following a gradual trend towards end-of-pipe
solutions but the pipe is becoming longer. The money that is being spent to
address the problem is often greater than the cost to prevent the problem
from occurring in the first place.

2 http://www.recyclingwasteworld.co.uk/in-depth-article/contamination-and-confusion/147026/
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Above: Campaigns to address contamination are needed but are most effective when deployed in
parallel to other supportive measures.

ii) Increased quality demands
Organisations that accept recyclable materials are typically commercial
concerns. They earn their money by trading the recyclable materials on the
open market and like all commodities; the value of this material can
fluctuate. Following China’s ban on imported recycling last year, demand for
all materials has fallen leading to increased volatility in the markets for
plastic. Fibre and mixed plastics have been hit the hardest and it here that we
find the greatest examples of contamination, whereas good quality,
separated plastics have retained good value. So, one way to mitigate against
this is to increase the purity and quality of the materials placed on the
market which command a higher price. Thus, the impact of this is that the
demands placed upon the quality of materials delivered to the processing
companies has increased to levels beyond what was acceptable just a few
years ago. More and more loads are being rejected by processors because
they fail to meet the increased minimum grade of quality.
iii) Collection Crew Behaviour.
If Local Authorities are at the front line of waste management, the Collection
Crews are the forward-party; the very front of that front line. They have the
ability to directly influence the quality of recycling that gets delivered to the
processing firms, either by rejecting overly contaminated bins or intervening
to correct poor recycling at the kerbside. All too often, crews are overlooked
in terms of their ability to influence material quality and seen as a functional
human aspect to the process of collection. The ability to train crews and
develop competencies is limited not just as a result of budgetary constraints
but by other factors too.
Firstly, not all Local Authorities understand the level of influence collection
crews have on material quality and secondly, where collections are sub11

contracted to a commercial entity, the responsibility for skills development
rests with that entity, not the Local Authority. The economics of municipal
waste management are marginal. It is not uncommon (though by no means
widespread) to find waste companies bidding for contracts at a price less
than it costs to provide in anticipation that the deficit is recovered from the
value of recyclables collected. This is widely recognised as a ‘race to the
bottom’ but a difficult habit to break. Any company that bids for a contract at
a price that covers the cost of delivering it is highly unlikely to win it. Because
the value of recyclables has been suppressed, in order to minimise the loss
that would otherwise be made on those contracts, the waste companies
operate to the lowest level permissible within the scope of their terms of
reference. A willingness to invest profit to improve their services once
operating a contract is rare as the ability to make a profit is rarer still.
Of course, these issues pertain to a wider variety of materials beyond plastic and
certainly single-use plastic. However, given the inherent linkage between waste and
Local Authorities in the mind of the general public there exists significant potential
for Councils to act as highly influential motivators and enablers of behaviour change
towards the public’s use of single-use plastic. For this potential to be realised, it is
essential that these other issues are addressed, otherwise messages will go ignored
and services, unused.
Finally, it is important to note that we have resisted the temptation to simply call for
more funding. It is true that budget limitations have placed great pressure on what
can be achieved but the issue is less about the availability of money and more about
where it is spent. It is very expensive in the UK to send waste to landfill. Except for
those few councils achieving recycling levels of 60% or more, a great deal of money
is being spent disposing of waste when, with a modicum of investment, money could
be saved to far greater levels than the money invested to attain that saving.
CURRENT SERVICES | Summary and key actions
Local Authorities can play a highly influential role in stemming the use of single use
plastic and limiting the amount of plastic that gets disposed of. They can act as a
trusted conduit through which behaviour messages can be delivered to local people,
stimulating demand for more sustainable packaging; demand that can be channelled
back to the packing industry via bodies such as the Local Authority Recycling
Advisory Committee (LARAC), the Local Government Association (LGA), Chartered
Institutes of Wastes Management (CIWM) and others, to provide a unified,
persuasive voice for change. However, because of the inherent connection that
prevails between Local Authorities and local waste and recycling services –
cognitively and physically – it is absolutely vital that they be given added support to
improve, evolve and expand those services provided. Otherwise, their voice will be
weak and their influence, less.
Key recommendations
1
Support should be given to enable Local Authorities to invest in problem
prevention rather than just problem solving. Whilst this will lead to cost
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savings, those savings will be realised at a time later than the investment
needed. External support is needs to de-couple to the two and advance the
process of cost saving.
2

Support councils in boosting public communications and engagement. Re-visit
the level of support provided to them at the beginning of the transition to
kerbside recycling in the early 00s in terms of funding support and capacity
support and consider a replication of this either directly or via suitable NGOs
(such as WRAP).

3

Facilitate progressive dialogue between local authorities, recycling processors
and packaging producers to address the issue of rising contamination.

4

Review the processes, checks and balances in the selection of tenders for
waste contracts – enable companies to make a profit but ensure that sufficient
is reinvested to constantly improve services and that they are financially able
to flex to accommodate a fluctuating market.
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3. Simplicity

There is marked interest amongst consumers to increasingly make buying
decisions that are influenced by the environmental impact that decision
may have. Their ability to do so, however, is hindered by a lack of clarity,
conflicting messages and an overly complicated system of recycling.
The process of making sustainable consumer choices should be an inherently simple
process but presently, it is anything but. There are levels of complexity and
conflicting information that makes making an informed choice the preserve of a
dedicated few. Whilst much can be done to support the service providers and
encourage reform amongst the packaging manufacturers, real, significant and
sustainable change will only be attained when the public are able to make instant
and informed, ‘yes-no’ decisions. There are three areas to which this applies.
A. On-pack recycling information
Currently, producers may choose to include on their packaging, information about
the recyclability of the packaging using the guideline protocols issued by WRAP some
years ago. This is encouraged but voluntary. It is a well intentioned endeavour but
one that is flawed in two important areas.

14

i) Variance in accepted materials
Not all Local Authorities recycle the same things. Whilst this is
accommodated within the information on the packaging using phrases such
as ‘widely recycled’ or ‘check local recycling’, acting upon the information
requires additional research on behalf of the consumer. There is no evidence
to show that this information influences consumer behaviour. We must
remember that when someone removes the item from the packaging, their
priority in dealing with the packaging is simply to get rid of it. Whilst many
are prepared to put it in a recycling bin, all they want to know is if they can
recycle it or not. Not ‘maybe’! Not ‘check on the council’s website’! …. In such
circumstances, the default action is to put it in the normal rubbish bin, or
recycle it anyway which can contribute to the problem of contamination
covered in the previous chapter.

Above: Well intentioned on-pack recycling information can lead to confusion when the messaging
conflicts with local services.

In the same way, if people are to be motivated into making buying decisions
with respect to the sustainability of the packaging, they need a clear and
absolute indication of this being the case at the point of purchase. A green
tick for ‘yes, this is sustainable’. A red cross for ‘no, it isn’t’. No amber, no
‘maybe’, no ambiguity, no doubt.
This would also have an additional benefit in that no company would
welcome the need to place a red cross on its product and would strive to
avoid this thus accelerating commercial transgression to improve the
sustainability of their packaging.
To facilitate this requires action in two areas. The first is to establish criteria
that determines the allocation of either a green tick or red cross along with
the means to monitor and enforce compliance. The second is the
harmonisation of collections, which we have covered below:
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Above: Is it recyclable?

ii) Variance of collection design
The number of variations in how councils ask residents to set out their
recycling is almost as numerous as the amount of councils themselves. We
frequently find one Local Authority providing a simple two or three bin
system with an expansive array of materials accepted for recycling
neighbouring another that provides bins, boxes, bags with greater
restrictions on what is accepted.
This is situation is rooted in history and practicality. The process of organised,
managed waste collections was first introduced in London in the early 1800s
but it wasn’t until the early 1900s that all parts of the UK had such systems in
place. Different regions evolved their waste services at different times, each
learning from the mistakes of others. Since then, waste services have evolved
from what went before and there has never been a moment in time – even
two World Wars – that has given rise to the ability to stop and consider if a
better alternative is possible.
The one significant period of ‘revolution’ came in the early 2000s with the
introduction of kerbside recycling but again, the process was not
instantaneous and even today, we find these services evolving at different
times in different areas.
Some of the variability is justified. Different parts for the country produce
different composition and quantities of waste at varying frequencies. The
convenient location of processors in relation to the source of the materials
deem, that for some Local Authorities, some materials are uneconomic to
collect. But still, there exists scope and need for greater harmonisation.
Take the county of Essex. It comprises the districts of Chelmsford, Colchester,
Maldon, Tendring, Basildon, Brentwood, Harlow, Epping Forest, Uttlesford,
Braintree, Castle Point and Rochford (Southend and Thurrock being Unitary
Authorities). Each of these districts provides a different type and structure for
the collection of waste and recycling despite similarities in demographics,
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topography and population across all. These differences range from the same
bins but of a different colour between districts to entirely different arrays of
containers with equally variable restrictions on what can be recycled.
All districts and the County Council are missing an opportunity to benefit
from the economies of scale that a widely unified service would provide. In
social situations when the topic of recycling comes up (as invariably it often
does) friends and family living in different areas compare services rather than
reaffirm the guidelines of those services. The packaging of an item purchased
in a supermarket in one district might be recyclable there but not in the
district where the purchaser lives.
Over the past 10 years, the number of waste partnership authorities (clusters
of neighbouring councils coming together to provide a unified service) has
increased so the situation has improved. But more needs to be done and
more quickly. Formalised waste partnership authorities take time to establsih
and are not without cost and political conflict. Whilst such institutions offer
benefits, there is nothing stopping individual districts aligning with others
independently.
Only when there is consistency in collections can on-pack information be
truly effective.
B. Expanded consistency
In the UK, waste management and recycling can broadly be placed into two
categories; 1) Household and domestic and 2) Everything else. Everything else
includes commercial waste collected from business, shops, factories as well as
schools, libraries and other public institutions. In all these cases, the systems of
waste and recycling collections bears no resemblance to the same systems provided
to households at the kerbside. In some circumstances, this is unavoidable. Business
Rates do not include waste services so they have to contract a company to collect
their waste and recycling and so systems are designed specifically to the needs of
the client and the waste company that is contracted. Added to which commercial
waste often comprises a highly variable composition of materials compared to a
more uniform composition collected from homes. Public Institutions can and should
be different in this regard.
Schools, libraries, hospitals, council offices and similar are all visited in large
numbers, by members of the public each day and in most of these examples, large
numbers of people work in them. Therefore, when these visitors and workers
generate waste, they look for what can be recycled and where. If the bins presented
to them are similar in colour to those that they have at home, and that the materials
accepted are the same, then behavioural norms dictate that a higher percentage of
materials will be correctly captured for recycling.
The one barrier to this is that for some of these examples, the footprint the
institutions serve cross several local authority borders (hospitals, for example). So
for this approach to be fully optimised requires a unified approach to kerbside
17

collections across domestic services. The key is to work towards geographical
harmonisation of waste and recycling services.
SIMPLICITY | Summary and key actions
Those that work in the waste, recycling and related sustainability sectors make the
common mistake of assuming the wider population shares the same level of insight,
commitment and enthusiasm as they do for the subjects from which they earn a
living. This is rarely the case. For most of the general public, their only concern on
matters of waste management is “can I recycle it” and “when’s bin day?”.
There appears to be a growing interest in sustainability amongst consumers and
applying this interest towards making buying decisions based upon the sustainability
of the product being purchased. However, the complexity and conflicts that prevail
limit the ability to fully optimise this.
Recycling levels has stagnated in the UK and coupled with rising contamination, one
can conclude the confusing systems of recycling are having an adverse affect on the
levels that are collected. To facilitate significant and sustainable change, things have
to become more straightforward.
Key recommendations
1
Review on-pack labelling for recycling information. Move towards a simpler
‘yes-no’ scenario, which is properly administered and controlled – and
communicated so that consumers are in no doubt.
2

Work with and support Local Authorities to deliver greater harmonisation in
how waste and recycling is collected from households.

3

Expand the same basic design of recycling collection systems into public
buildings

So far, we have looked at the here and now; the measures that should be taken to
enable a solid foundation on which to transition towards the upper bands of the
Waste Hierarchy at a policy level. These measures focus upon education, boosting
service resilience, quality and effect which in turn will enable the public to be more
supportive of change to the point at which demand for change increases.
Next, we considered the factors that will underpin the policy transition that starts to
drive at the heart of the issue.
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4. Cost sharing
At present, the financial burden of dealing with waste rests with waste
service providers and ultimately; the taxpayer. The packaging industry is
motivated to provide products at the most competitive price and presently,
little incentive exists to invest in more sustainable solutions. Where they
are made available, they are invariably sold at a premium price. In dealing
with packaging waste, there is currently no cost equalisation, which is
distorting the cost and value attributed to the entire, cradle-to-grave chain.
As we have discussed previously, addressing single-use plastic and plastic pollution
cannot be a solely downstream endeavour. It must also be tackled closer to source
and this requires a rebalancing of the costs associated with waste to those that
originate it.
Alongside the Waste Hierarchy, we can also refer to the Behaviour Change
Hierarchy, which places the most efficient means to enable positive change in bands
of effectiveness. Somewhat obviously, at the top of this hierarchy, we find
‘Removing the least preferred behaviour’ as the most effective means to achieve
change. So simply banning single-use plastic would, in theory, solve the problem.
This may be the ultimate aim but the path towards this will be long and difficult and
one that will be vigorously opposed by the manufacturers as well as require
international cooperation to be fully realised.
So looking at the next effective band of behaviour change, we find ‘financial
incentive’ – making the desired behaviour the cheapest. There are though, certain
complexities in delivering this. For example, if a product is cheaper and of less
quality, people may still pay a higher price for the better option regardless of the
environmental credentials that may or may not apply. Thus, the cheaper product
must be, at least, of the same quality as the alternative. And the costs that are
applied to increasing the price of the unsustainable option must not be arbitrary but
rooted in the reality of the costs in treating the consequential waste, properly and
fairly dispersed across all parties involved; the generators, the users and the waste
service providers. The financials must stand scrutiny.
A major challenge in achieving this is that companies do not like legislation,
particularly that which can directly impact on the bottom line. Most may proclaim a
commitment to protect the environment and many have made great strides in doing
so. However, free-market economics dictates that the financial health of a
commercial entity will always take priority in corporate strategies. The current fiscal
arrangements of waste treatment are long in history and a commonality of
behaviour change is that change is something many resist, both individually and
corporately.
Whilst companies may resist enforced change, all will respond to the need to change
when that need is stimulated by consumer demand. When an entire market dictates
demand, all companies supplying that market move as one. Those that chose not to
risk failure so the motivation is stark.
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Some of the means of stimulating consumer demand has already been discussed;
clear ‘yes-no’ on pack labelling, harmonisation of recycling collections, education,
etc. All of these need to be delivered against a corresponding process whereby there
exists the ability to stimulate economic triggers to constantly increase the costs of
materials so that as demand for sustainable packaging grows, the ability to make
informed choices grows as the cost of unsustainable options increases.
The goal is to stimulate demand-originated change further supported by economic
incentive.
In regions that have made great progress in moving towards a true circular –
economy, we find Scotland and Wales showing great thought leadership towards
achieving this. Green Industries South Australia is another exemplary model that has
transformed the economic conditions that have supported the transition. In all these
cases, we find a central ‘Change Agent’ that operates external to government and
thus able to work with packaging manufacturers rather than exert an overly
controlling authority upon them.
The driving aim here is to more fairly share the cost of waste across all parties and
move towards a system that places a premium on unsustainability, breaking the
status quo whereby in a waste context, we privatise the profit and socialise the cost.
COST SHARING | Summary and key actions
Currently, the contribution made my manufacturers to the processes of treating the
waste their products create does not align with reality. The costs are unfairly
weighted towards the taxpayer. A more equitable dispersion of costs will expose the
true costs to manufacturers and as commercial enterprises driven by the
preservation of the bottom line, they will take action to limit the impact this may
have. In turn, consumers are also driven by economics. The ‘intention’ to make
sustainable buying decisions is fully realised at the checkout when the sustainable
solution is also the cheapest (with no detrimental impact on quality).
The process of achieving this requires careful coordination done via a dedicated
change agent that acts with government authority but external to government
influence; working with all parties in partnership to foster collective agreement and
trust.
Key recommendations
1
Look to replicate the roll and functions of Zero Waste Scotland, Green
Industries South Australia (functions previously, in part, provided by WRAP)
and consider the creation of a national change agent on a similar basis – or the
re-energisation of WRAP.
2

Establish robust economic instruments that more equitably disperses disposal
and treatment costs throughout the entire cradle-to-grave supply chain.

3

Establish mechanisms of control that enables sustainable packaging to be
cheaper without detrimental impacts on quality.
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4

With proper systems in place, more money should in theory flow through the
entire waste sector and measures should be put in place to ensure more of it
remains invested back into the sector to create greater sector financial
resilience as well as investment to support constant evolution and
improvement.
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5. Global Leadership
Waste is not a respecter of international boundaries. Plastic waste washed
down a storm drain in Africa can find itself on a British beach. The
extraction of raw materials that go into making single use plastic provide
livelihoods for many in poor countries, livelihoods that are threatened as
we look to reduce our consumption of it. Economically, the UK is dependant
upon a global market for recyclable materials. Half of all UK recycling is
done via export bringing over £4billion a year into the British economy.
Waste – and the single-use plastic and plastic pollution problem is a global
one and one that the UK should be leading on from a global stage.

Above: A storm water drainage channel running through a neighbourhood in Zanzibar passing several
waste dumpsites from where, during rainy season, waste gets washed into the unfiltered channel directly
into the Indian Ocean. Thousands of such examples exist across the developing world, many far more
profound that what is shown here.

The various and numerous organs of international development aid are unified in
their overriding objective of alleviating and ultimately, eliminating poverty.
Transitioning a nation from low-income to an emerging economic region has many
benefits not just to the local population but to the global community. Such countries
tend not to start wars with others. People are less inclined to seek a better life in the
west and the nation becomes a more viable and lucrative trading partner.
Over the past 20 years, the international aid sector has increasingly placed waste
management as a priority issue to support the reforms necessary but is questionable
as to the extent and scope to which this is being applied. Certainly where it is, great
achievements have been made.
The UK has to accept that the actions it takes on addressing the single-use plastic
and plastic pollution issues will have an impact globally but also, the opportunity to
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position itself as a global leader and expert exporter of evidential, tangible solutions
and not just a facilitator of conferences and reports that tend to prevail from others.
Looking first at the unintended, consequential negative impacts of the actions that
may exist when transitioning the domestic landscape towards the upper bands of
the waste hierarchy. With a reduction in the consumption of low-grade plastic and
the reduction in export activity, societies in the countries that support the current
situation (raw materials and processing), economic hardship will follow. Waste is a
resource and one from which opportunities can emerge but also be affected by
when things change.
One way to rapidly protect against this is to revisit parts of the world where
investments have been made in infrastructure but where, for various reasons, they
are not being used. DFID have funded many very good and well-intentioned projects
such as sanitary landfills, processing plants and others, which remain idle and unoperational – or operating way below potential. Applying effort and investment to
bring these facilities online and fully operational has the potential to provide
employment for people whose livelihoods may otherwise be displaced through
domestic policy in the UK as well as addressing (in some parts) the rising tide of
marine pollution and the consequential economic and environmental damage this
has on British society. The latter point can be expanded further by investing in the
circular economy in developing countries in order to minimise marine pollution from
plastics.

Above: A perfectly acceptable sanitary landfill built to all international standards laying idle on the outskirts
of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia whilst an unsanitary dumpsite exists nearby continuing to accumulate waste in an
uncontrolled and hazardous manner. Many similar examples exist where donor funded project have yet to
commence operation and prioritising DFID attention to addressing this would yield some reasonably cheap,
quick-wins in transitioning such regions to more sustainable waste management.

In a Solid Waste Management context, the UK are not technical innovators. But the
country is seen as an impartial voice, trusted, transparent and a ‘safe pair of hands’.
This is because we have historically, practiced what we preached and this is a
position that needs to be conserved as the nation moves towards solutions.
Beyond international aid, it is imperative that the UK does not lose sight of the need
to establish and preserve supply chain provenance. Responsibility for waste and
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recycling does not end on the dockside and we must ensure that we export
commodities, not the problem.
GLOBAL LEADERSHIP | Summary and key actions
Solutions administered in the UK will have an impact elsewhere in the world.
Ignorance of this fact is to be avoided as the detrimental effects can return to our
shores physically, politically and economically.
Via DIFID, there is much that can be done now to avoid unintended negative
consequences in the future; returning to what has been done previously to make
them work; un-operational landfill, waste strategies that remain unimplemented and
so on.
And the country should capitalise on its good reputation for the dispensing of
impartial, transparent and considered advice in supporting less-developed regions to
adapt to a circular economy.
Recognition of the impact UK waste policy has globally needs to exist. There is now
greater need to know where materials come from and where they go in order that
the proper considerations and controls can be implemented to make sure the
solutions applied to reduce the impact of single-use plastic and plastic pollution are
not achieved by simply exporting the problem to somewhere else.
Key recommendations
1
DIFD to review past waste projects to determine their current operational
status and seek to intervene where needed.
2

Boost the position of the UK on the global stage as a credible leader in
sustainable waste management.

3

Increase the robustness of the controls applied to the importing of packaging
materials and the exporting of the consequential waste it creates.
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6. Beyond Waste and Packaging
As we have stated, the development of sustainable solutions should not be
done in silos and requires a holistic approach to the whole product
packaging and waste management process. But even these do not exist as a
single, unified endeavour without impact from or on other supply chain
activities. The final step towards real, positive change requires us to look
beyond simply plastic and waste.
An area where the UK would do well, is driving thinking beyond waste management
and looking at the holistic production/distribution/consumption picture. In this we
don’t mean the circular economy approach, we mean promoting an understanding
of the problem beyond the confines of the boundaries necessitated in product life
cycle thinking.
It is important not to allow plastic to be seen as, or become an ‘enemy product’. It is
an inherently useful material, which if it had not been invented yesterday would be
tomorrow. We need to appreciate that, for instance, plastic is extensively used in
packaging because it is so cheap, light and easy to transport, that its use reduces fuel
emissions in transporting goods.
Instead of looking purely at the composition of packaging materials and the
processes of waste management, we should think and promote the use of
alternative distribution systems (electrified logistics, hydrogen, biogas powered
fleets, hydropower manufacturing, reinvigorating distributed manufacturing and
distribution) that result in the impact of making and distributing alternate materials
(glass, metal, unpackaged food/goods) more attainable, economic and
environmentally friendly.
Stimulating innovation outside of the product manufacturing and waste
management sectors and broadening innovation systems to the entire economy
whilst still benefiting the target of reducing single use plastics.
We were once a nation of pioneers in seafaring logistics, let’s once again be pioneers
in global distribution systems, which, in the age of Brexit, would greatly benefit from
a distributed economy.
In thinking on how this would impact on our previous recommendations, we need to
ensure that our education system promotes a holistic understanding of the interconnections throughout sustainable production and consumption and ensuring our
future generations move beyond waste management thinking and transitions to
holistic economic appreciation.
And globally, we need boost the position of the UK on the global stage as a credible
leader in sustainable waste management and related product distribution
systems management.
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Summary
Rarely, if ever, has there been the opportunity to bring about what has the potential
to be, a hugely substantial shift in developing a more sustainable approach to
packaging pollution. There is demand for change amongst the population and even
the more right-leaning sectors of the media, normally critical at any attempt towards
positive environmental change, are supportive of the need to do so. The stage is set,
the game is in play.
We greatly welcome the stated commitments and actions to date from government.
What must be avoided is to allow solutions to be developed in silos. Innovation
should never be constrained but works best when it is given a brief.
The overriding theme of our discussion is the need for strategic clarity. It would be
tempting to make a plea for additional funding to support the industry – and some
will certainly be required – but ahead of this comes the need to establish a clear
path forward with clear objectives, properly administered and controlled, developed
in partnership with all stakeholders.
We consider all points raised in this report to be valid but of we were to focus on just
three, we would urge attention be given on the following:
1. Education
It is vital that the energy and enthusiasm that abounds in children on
sustainability be properly harnessed. Waste related subjects need to be
applied more widely across curriculums, especially primary schools
2. Simplicity
Efforts need to be made to simplify current recycling systems and the
information provided to enable positive consumer choice and action. As a
nation, it will be difficult to move forward when too many people remain
confused about the status quo.
3. Cost-share
There needs to be greater fairness in the dispersal of the costs for dealing
with waste. The current system provides little if any choice to consumers; in
many cases they have to purchase packaged product so it is only right that
the providers of that packaging contributes to the cost of dealing with it
when it becomes waste. At the same time, mechanisms are needed to
financially incentivise change.
We hope that this report provides the insight and evidence to enable government to
shape its thinking and policies accordingly and welcome the opportunity for further
dialogue.
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Participants
The nucleus for this round table arose at an event held at British Antarctic Survey in
Cambridge in March 2018. Organised by Cambridge Cleantech, the ‘Plastics in the
Oceans: Challenges and Solutions Conference’ attracted over 200 delegates to hear
from highly credible speakers from academia, NGOs and companies working to
deliver solutions. The event also included an innovation competition where all
entries demonstrated creative thinking to develop innovative and scalable technical
solutions to help address the problem of marine litter and plastic pollution.
A small, informal network was created following this event to consider what else
needed to be done and consideration was given to creating a forum of discussion for
those from the solid waste management sector. Shortly after, the Chancellor of the
Exchequer, in his 2018 spring statement, announced a Call for Evidence on single-use
plastic and plastic pollution. This provided the catalyst to mobilise our round table,
the outcomes of which are contained within this report.
Our focus was to consider the policy and financial instruments that need to exist to
support the development of solutions as well as consider the global factors for the
problem and the role the UK could and should play on a global stage and the
importance of doing so.
Participants included those representing UK Local Authorities, Waste Companies,
NGOs, International Waste Management, Development Aid, Behaviour Change and
Innovative Technology. The event was hosted by Cambridge Cleantech, organised
and chaired by EnviroComms. None of the participants were remunerated for their
contributions. Details of participants are below:

Name and Bio

Company (where represented)

Martin Garratt (Host)
Martin is Chief Executive of Cambridge
Cleantech with the aim to further develop
Cambridge as a leading cleantech centre in
Europe and in so doing, helping to promote
the next wave of the Cambridge hi-tech
cluster.

Cambridge Cleantech
www.cambridgecleantech.org.uk
Cambridge has a global reputation as a hitech innovation hub and is also home to one
the fastest growing cleantech clusters in
Europe.
Cambridge Cleantech is the membership
organisation supporting the growth of
cleantech or environmental goods and
services companies both in the UK and
internationally, by co-ordinating, supporting
and promoting commercial opportunities for
members.
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Stephen Bates (Chair and Report Author)
Is a global leader in Public Behavioural
Change Communications for the waste and
resource recovery sector, combining creative
and strategic communication skills and
effective behavioural change expertise. He
has worked with over 140 UK local
authorities supporting recycling and waste
services as well as in 21 countries
specialising is sector reform planning in postconflict, low income and emerging economic
regions.

Andrew Whiteman
Andrew is a policy and strategy specialist in
resources and waste management. He has
experience in over 40 countries worldwide,
working at the forefront of global innovation
in the sector. He is currently project director
for a major EU-funded waste management
project in north Cyprus.
Brian McCarthy
Brian is an integrated wastes management
specialist with international experience in
wastes and resources management
strategies, policies, technologies and
infrastructure. An experienced field
practitioner in systems design,
commissioning and operation.
Joachim Stretz
Jo is an exceptionally experienced Solid
Waste Management and Programme
Management expert with exposure to highlevel projects in Germany, South Africa,
Mozambique and Egypt where he was
Director for the GIZ supported National Solid
Waste Management Programme.
Gareth Morton
Gareth is an award winning environmental
communicator and behaviour change
specialist. He is a Chartered Waste Manager
and his extensive consultancy experience
spans 25+ years of engaging people,
employees and businesses about resource
efficiency, recycling, waste minimisation,
energy, water and carbon reduction issues.
Gareth has been at the forefront of UK
behaviour change communications
campaigns for recycling and waste
management.

EnviroComms
www.envirocomms.com
EnviroComms is a Behavioural Change
communications agency specialised in the
waste and recycling sector. Based in the UK
and working internationally, we have over 15
years of experience in over 20 countries. Our
core fields of specialism include strategic
behaviour change, the creation and
execution of awareness campaign,
stimulators of cross-institutional
engagement and other aspects of
communications, public and institutional,
supporting waste sector reform and
development.

Resources and Waste Advisory Group
www.rwagroup.net
RWA is an international environmental
consulting group specialised in the field of
waste management in developing countries.
They have experience in the full range of
resource and waste management sector
issues, working from cabinet to street level.
They are skilled advisors for internationally
financed projects in the resources and waste
sector, and have worked for many years on
the front-line of development practice. The
RWA team are field practitioners used to
working in the most challenging
environments, flexible and adaptive, creative
and innovative.

Eunomia Research and Consulting Ltd www.eunomia.co.uk
Eunomia is an ethical environmental
consultancy based in the UK, with offices in
Brussels, Copenhagen and New York. The
company is known in Europe for its extensive
work in the waste policy field, Eunomia now
employs some of the UK’s leading Resource
Efficiency and Circular Economy specialists,
with extensive experience supporting
Governments, Local Authorities, SMEs and
industry. Eunomia is its work for DG
Environment, Eurostat and the JRC.
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Andrew Cousins
With over 20 years working in the waste and
wastewater industries, passionate about the
environment, Andrew now provides
consultancy for the Environmental Services
sector. This includes, project development,
project management, business development
and bidding. Andrew believes in
collaborative working and people centered
solutions. Simple answers to complex
questions.
Greg Hutton-Squire
Greg has over 15 years of experience in the
UK waste industry and a degree in
Economics and Environmental Science from
the University of Cape Town. Managing the
Greater Cambridge Shared Waste’s
Commercial service operating 7 days a week
removing the waste and recycling from 4,000
businesses he is passionate about the role
good waste management can play in the
wider sustainability industry, both at home
and abroad.
Steve Morgan
Steve works on or managing a broad range
of plastics recycling projects, and is
responsible for the RECOUP UK Household
Plastics Collection Survey, one of the most
referenced industry publications which
enables an understanding of the latest
recovery data, issues and opportunities for
plastics recycling. Other project work has
included managing WRAP projects, working
as Dissemination & Commercial Exploitation
Manager for an EU project and co-ordinating
activities for the national plastics recycling
communication initiative, Pledge 4 Plastics.
Irina Ankudinova
Irina is a passionate Innovator and Founder
of ''Packaged in Itself'': edible and
biodegradable sachet replacement for single
- use condiment sachet. With a background
in Environmental Science and Waste
Management, Irina brings experience from
areas of innovation and lab science,
environmental education and local
government. Packaged in Itself is an Ellen
MacArthur Foundation Circular Design
Award Winner.

Greater Cambridge Shared Waste
www.cambridge.gov.uk
Cambridge City Council and South
Cambridgeshire District Council have formed
a strategic partnership to provide a shared
domestic and commercial waste service
operating across their regions. The Greater
Cambridge Shared Waste Service serves over
125,000 households and several thousand
businesses/organisations, over 35,000 bins
emptied every weekday and a recycling rate
in excess of 50%.
RECOUP
www.recoup.org
RECycling Of Used Plastics Limited (RECOUP)
is a registered charity and not-for-profit
member based organisation.
RECOUP works in collaboration with all
stakeholders to promote, develop, stimulate
and increase the levels of plastics recycling
within the UK.
Pledge 4 Plastics is the national plastics
recycling initiative which aims to boost
plastic recycling in the UK and achieve real
behaviour change through consistent and
simple messages
Think Beyond Plastic Innovation 2018 Group
A collaboration of UK and International
innovation companies working to develop
sustainable solutions and improvements to
packaging and plastic use. The group comprises:
CupClub www.cupclub.com
Skipping Rock Labs www.skippingrockslab.com
Full Cycle Bioplastics
www.fullcyclebioplastics.com
MIWA www.miwa.eu
Altais Nova www.altaisnova.com
Algramo www.algramo.com
Loliware www.loliware.com
Packaged in Itself
www.iraankudinova.wixsite.com/ketchupcandy
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Paul Kirkup
Paul Kirkup has over 30 years of experience
in the waste and resource management
industry, almost a decade of them spent at
Amey. Paul has worked in both SMEs and
corporate business sectors of the
environmental industry, with his experience
encompassing several fields including
logistics, operations and management. Paul
is currently Head of Resource Placement at
Amey and is responsible for material
placement throughout Amey’s
Environmental Services business including
materials recycling facilities, household
recycling centres and treatment facilities.

Amey
www.amey.co.uk
Amey designs, builds, maintains and invests
in services and infrastructure, with 66 million
people using a service we support each day –
with the aim to create better places to live,
work and travel. This includes delivering a
lifecycle of waste and environmental
services, from collections through to waste
treatment. With over 20 local authority
customers, as well as thousands of business
clients, Amey delivers services including
recycling, collections, street cleansing,
grounds maintenance and household
recycling centre management

All participants welcome the opportunity to expand further on the points covered
within this report. To discuss any point further, please contact the author:
Stephen Bates
Director: Environmental Communications Consultants Ltd
3 The Capricorn Centre
Cranes Farm Road
Basildon
Essex
SS14 3JA
UK
T: +44 (0)1268 461 210
M: +44 (0)7970 717 041
S: sbenvirocomms
E: stephenb@envirocomms.com
W: www.envirocomms.com
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