REUSABLE PACKAGING:
LOCAL ANGLE

The clink of milk bottles on the doorstep has
been falling silent for a long time — but a new
report concludes that reusable packaging
could make a comeback by concentrating on
local and regional markets.

Scotland’s top selling fizzy drink shows
what can be achieved - of the four million
glass bottles of IRN-BRU sold each year,
approximately 85% are returned to be re-
filled at the Glasgow bottling plant of AG
Barr. It is one of the few remaining
examples of reusable packaging to
flourish in the UK. Elsewhere, most
packaging is non-returnable and ends up
in household waste. Even household milk
deliveries have been declining steeply for
years.

Now a report by SISTech — the Scottish
Institute of Sustainable Technology —
suggests that IRN-BRU’s success could be
repeated with other products by
concentrating on local or regional
products with short supply chains.

‘Our vision is to
concentrate on firms
that produce and sell
goods locally. Reusable
packaging will work best
where the producer is
close to the retailer.’
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The report presents the findings of a study
sponsored by the Sustainable
Technologies Initiative with support
from Edinburgh Environmental
Partnership Grants Scheme Ltd and
Waste Recycling Environmental (WREN).
The Sustainable Technologies Initiative
is a five-year programme of collaborative
research aimed at improving the
sustainability of UK business, funded by
the DTI, Defra and three research councils.
It supports new ways to achieve
economic growth and employment while
safeguarding the environment and
conserving natural resources.

‘Thirty or 40 years ago, packaging reuse
was commonplace in the UK and that
prevented a lot of waste from going to
landfill,” says Tim Darlow, SISTech'’s
senior project manager. ‘In parts of
Europe and Canada, a lot of packaging is
still reused. The idea of our study was to
find out the reasons for the dramatic
decline here and investigate how to
reverse the trend.’

Across the UK as awhole, the decline has
been taking place for many years.
Doorstep milk deliveries once accounted
for most of the UK market but had fallen
to a quarter by 1998. Sales of soft drinks
and beer in returnable bottles have
collapsed in retail markets since the 1960s
and 1970s.

The SISTech study investigated good
practice abroad and potential options for
future reuse schemes in the UK. In
Germany, where mineral water is sold in
standard containers, glass bottles are
reused 40-50 times and PET bottles 15-25
times. In Canada, more than 70% of beer
issold in glass bottles. Most Canadian
beer bottles are of a standard type and
97% are returned.

The study concludes that the reusable
packaging is least likely to work with
nationally distributed products. Longand
complex supply chains are major
obstacles, and at national level,
consumers are likely to confuse reuse
with recycling. Reusable packaging will
work best where the producer is close to
the retailer.

‘Reusable glass bottles are heavier than
one-way plastic bottles, and you don’t
want to be transporting crates of heavy
bottles hundreds of miles up and down
the country,’ explains Mr Darlow. ‘Our
vision is to concentrate on firms that
produce and sell goods locally. In
Scotland, for example, we believe that
many mineral water producers would
consider using returnable glass bottles in
local markets.’

Supermarkets and other retailers could
link the idea with new initiatives to
promote local food and support
sustainable farming and food production.
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‘The STI programme
supports innovative
research based on
ideas that are not
necessarily close to
the market. That
kind of forward-
thinking approach
is what we need to
make the step
change towards a
more sustainable
society.’
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There could be a big boost for small and
medium sized producers supplying
specialist items to local markets. Consumer
support and recognition of reusable
packaging could add value and loyalty to
products.

‘An encouraging factor is that people do
reuse other goods quite naturally — most
people will quite happily buy a second-
hand car or reuse supermarket carrier bags,
and many will visit a charity shop,’ says
Mr Darlow.

Following publication of the report, the
next step will be to develop a blueprint for
companies to introduce reusable
packaging and investigate opportunities
for pooled collection systems.

The Sustainable Technologies Initiative
has played a key role in exploring the issues
and identifying areas for future
investigation. ‘The STI was vital to us
because hardly any reusable packaging is
used at the moment, and many people’s
gut reaction is that it won’t work,’
comments Mr Darlow. ‘The STI
programme supports innovative research
based on ideas that are not necessarily close
to the market. That kind of forward-
thinking approach is what we need to
make the step change towards a more
sustainable society.’

Additional project information
and background

How much packaging goes to waste in the UK
at present?

More than 9 million tonnes of waste packaging
are produced in the UK every year —
approximately 156 kg for every man, woman
and child. Paper and glass head the list, at over
3,800,000 tonnes and 2,100,000 tonnes
respectively.

How much has the use of reusable packaging
declined?
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Between 1975 and 1998 the doorstep milk
deliveries dropped from 75% to 25% of the
market. The proportion of soft drinks sold in
returnable bottles fell from 60% to 3% of the
market in 10 years between 1977 and 1987. Most
packaged beer was sold in returnable glass
bottles until the end of the 1960s. By 1999,
returnable bottles accounted for just 4% of the
packaged beer sales, with only a very small
proportion going to retail consumers.

By contrast, reuse schemes continue to operate
successfully elsewhere in Europe and other
developed countries around the world.

How has the retail industry changed in the last
two decades?

Large supermarkets dominate the retail industry
and account for almost 50% of the grocery
market. The development of own brands now
accounts for 36% of total sales in multiple
supermarket chains, and almost 100% for some
companies. The retailer becomes the brand
owner, specifying suppliers, products, packaging,
design and sometimes even the production
process itself.

Why is it important to improve our record on
waste recovery and recycling?

At present there are few schemes to reuse
primary packaging in the UK and most retail
goods are sold in non-returnable packaging.
Reducing the growth of household waste will
be vital to meet UK government and EU targets
to reduce the amount going to landfill.

How did the study investigate the issue?

The project investigated good reuse practice
abroad, notably in Germany and Canada. It
went on to create theoretical systems for the
reuse of packaging in the UK. The study then
asked what steps should be taken now to achieve
greater reusability in the future.

What were the project’s main conclusions?
The major conclusion is that reuse will work
least well for nationally distributed products
with long and complex supply chains, and
where consumers may confuse reuse and
recycling. There is good potential for small and
medium sized firms offering specialist products
to local markets. Reusable packaging could win
consumer approval and loyalty for products by
adding to perceptions of character and
distinctiveness.




