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CIWM is the professional body for the resource and waste management sector.  It represents around 5,500 waste and resource management professionals, predominantly in the UK but also overseas.  CIWM sets the professional standards for individuals working in the sector and has various grades of membership determined by education, qualification and experience.


HM Treasury – Tackling the plastic problem – Call for evidence


CIWM welcomes the opportunity to respond to this call of evidence and in considering this consultation held a workshop with members from its Waste Prevention and Healthcare Waste special interest groups.  Their discussion and comments have helped formulate this response.

This consultation, and therefore CIWM’s comments, focuses on the issue of single-use plastics in the UK.  However, as most marine plastic pollution comes from middle-income and developing countries (and about half from poor waste management in developing countries)[footnoteRef:1], any approach taken should ensure that it does not simply offload the problem elsewhere to countries less able to cope than our own. [1:  From the Land to the Sea, CIWM and WasteAidUK, March 2018 at https://tinyurl.com/LandtoSea] 


DEFINITION OF SINGLE-USE PLASTIC

1. How should the government define single-use plastics, and what items should be included and excluded, and why?

In relation to defining single-use plastics CIWM suggests the following aspects are taken into consideration.

It is vital to understand that the majority of plastic single-use/ disposable items are manufactured for the convenience of the consumer – for example plastic cutlery – and are manufactured to be able to be ‘thrown away’ after use.  If a consumer chooses to reuse the plastic item after one use, then this should not detract from the fact that the original design of the product was intended to be disposable and not designed for multiple reuse over an extended period of time before the item will inevitably break.

The demand for single-use items should not be underestimated.  Single-use plastic items may be replaced by other materials, for example plastic cutlery replaced by wooden cutlery.  Each alternative would need to be assessed for its environmental impact.

Some single-use plastic items are required to be so by regulations or legislation that prohibits their re-use, for example some medical equipment.  Anything that has contained medicines is legally required to be incinerated after use for example bottles of medication, pots used to administer medication, lines and bags.  Clarification on the re-use, recycling and disposal of such items needs to be a priority.  There are some used medical devices that are returned to the manufacturer to have parts cleaned and replaced and then resold back to the market (for half the cost of a new device) such as catheters, this happens in the USA however in the UK regulations prevent the re-use of remanufactured devices.  If UK legislation permitted the re-use of certain medical devices and plastics that have been in contact with medicines this would prevent a significant amount of the plastic healthcare waste generated by the NHS. 

CIWM suggests Government should consider introducing compulsory recyclability for all single-use, short life products and products designed to be disposable, whether plastic or not.  CIWM believes this will contribute to the circular economy, work towards preserving resources and reduce environmental damage.  This will enable the advantages associated with certain plastic items to be retained.

CIWM would also suggest that single-use plastics should include a minimum recycled content.  This would almost certainly need to be material-specific (plastic, glass, paper, metal) and probably, for plastics, polymer specific given their different properties.

ITEMS TO INCLUDE OR EXCLUDE

In considering what items should be included, excluded and why, CIWM suggests the following.

The first issue is to decide what are the main drivers for a charge or tax.  Options could include one or more of:

· Reducing littering of products by giving them a value sufficient to encourage proper handling (by the original user or by someone else);
· Improving overall resource efficiency by changing the price signals to push towards replacing single-use items with suitable multi-use items;
· Pushing producers and consumers away from plastic towards other materials such as metal, wood, paper; 
· Changing the mix of polymers in use to simplify recycling, encourage compostability, support bio-based plastics[footnoteRef:2] or some other desirable outcome; [2:  That is, current polymer types such as HDPE, PET, etc, but made from plant or other biological material rather than fossil fuels. The main advantage of these is that if incinerated, the carbon dioxide produced is biogenic and therefore less problematic for climate change issues.] 

· Through hypothecation of a tax/allocation of a charge, support local authority or other collection services for less widely/easily recycled polymers and formats; or
· Through hypothecation of a tax/allocation of a charge, support more domestic UK reprocessing facilities for plastics.

The purpose of the intervention needs to be made clear (currently CIWM believes this is not) to enable the definition of relevant single-use plastics to be made and hence determine what should be included within the remit of the tax or charge.

Every waste collection authority in England already has a service in place to collect plastics for recycling.  The impact of any levy on these current local authority services needs to be considered carefully.

There are many plastics items that are not currently (widely) collected for recycling such as wrappers for multi-packs (crisps), toilet paper and bread.  There is also limited collection (due to limited recycling) for plant pots, straws, stirrers and coat hangers.  A hypothecated levy on these items could help support collection schemes and appropriate reprocessing facilities (strategically positioned around the country) and/or could be used to research alternatives.  Many of these items lend themselves to a required level of recycled content.

Careful consideration should be given before making single-use items used by healthcare professionals in NHS hospitals, private hospitals, care homes, dentists and veterinary practices such as plastic medicine pots; aprons; straws subject to a levy.  There are currently few alternatives and they are required to maintain a level of health and sanitation.  As some single-use plastic items are required by other legislation to be incinerated (e.g. medicine bottles), this could be used as one criterion for exclusion.  However, if the intent of the levy were to promote bio-based plastics, the argument would be different and the use of the levy could be appropriate where bio-based plastic alternatives were (or could conceivably be) available.

More broadly, single-use items used outside healthcare where there is a health and hygiene driver (examples include use by beauticians, tattooists and for piercings) should not be subject to a levy.

It is now a legal requirement for all dog owners to carry with them a means to clear up after their dog.  This requirement is usually met by carrying small plastic dog poo or nappy sacks.  Depending on the intended purpose of the lev and given the wider public policy aim, consideration should be given as to whether a levy on such items would be sensible or not.

Great care should be taken if the decision is to target ‘on-the-go’ items only, since a definition of this would be troublesome and could exclude some potentially significant products (teabags, wet wipes and cotton buds being obvious, currently, high-profile ones).

Finally, any definitions and scheme design should at a minimum be UK wide to avoid fragmentation of the UK market and the resulting increased cost and confusion.

ASSESSING SINGLE-USE PLASTICS

2. What are the most important problems associated with single-use plastics, and why?

There are various aspects of the fundamental nature of single-use plastics that lead to problems. 

Single-use plastics are designed with convenience and (low) cost in mind throughout.  They are generally perceived as low value by the end user past their initial use.  They are usually made from fossil sources (oil).  Generally, single-use plastics break down physically and photochemically in the natural environment to smaller and smaller pieces.  As they are not generally made from naturally-occurring polymers there are few natural systems that can turn them into useful (or at least harmless) products.  A wide range of polymers and polymer combinations is used.

The main issues for single-use plastics in the UK are therefore:

Resource Efficiency
Most single-use plastics are not recycled so they waste resource and are not usefully included in a circular economy.  In the UK they typically end up at a residual waste disposal point (energy from waste facility or landfill) or are littered.

Climate change
If incinerated, then currently this produces unabated fossil-based carbon dioxide that increases global warming (especially since energy from waste plants are currently exempt from the EU Emissions Trading Scheme). 

Littering (land and sea)
Littering is also an issue, which as well as being unsightly and unhygienic on land, also can lead to this material reaching our oceans with the impacts Blue Planet has brought to home.

Microplastics
Whilst much of the microplastic load in our environment probably comes from primary uses (cosmetics, etc) and wear and tear on multi-use items such as textiles and tyres, the fragmentation of single-use items as they are bashed about in the environment may also be relevant.  Sometimes this can come from littering, but even considerate handling can be an issue.  For example, until very recently the widespread advice was to include your used teabags in your home or local authority composting, but now it transpires that most teabags currently contain a small amount of plastic so this is a route for microplastics getting into the environment.

Contamination of recycling
Single-use plastics have the potential to contaminate the recycling stream; consumers do not take the time to think about what the material is or which container it should go in and the multiplicity of polymers (and polymer combinations) can make this very difficult.  There needs to be an easy way for consumers to identify a single-use plastic that can be recycled from one that is compostable or one that is (in their local context) neither.

There are schemes to collect biscuit wrappers (Terracycle) and it is good that manufacturers have set up such systems, but very few consumers know about them.  It would be good if more manufacturers supported such collection schemes for recyclable single-use plastic items.

3. Are there more environmentally friendly alternatives, currently available or possible in the future, to these types of single-use plastic items or their manufacturing processes, and can they still offer similar benefits?

There are certainly alternatives available for a wide range of existing single-use plastic items.  However, it is unlikely that a single strategy will be applicable for all at the current time and a range of approaches is likely to be needed:

· For some items, not using them, or changing from single-use to multi-use, is feasible in many circumstances.  For example, does society really need shrink-wrapped coconuts?  We could use solid shampoo bars rather than bottles of liquid (also very useful for those who wish to travel by plane!), refillable water bottles, metal or bamboo straws, reusable plates, etc. 

· For other items, moving to non-plastic materials can be appropriate.  The obvious current example is replacing the plastic stem on a cotton bud with a rolled paper or bamboo one. 

· A third approach is to replace the current fossil-based feedstock with a plant-based one.  This might be particularly applicable to single-use plastic items where hygiene or other reasons require incineration after a single use, since this would generate biogenic carbon dioxide not fossil-based.

· Simplifying the polymer range and combination used for single-use plastic items could also be an approach, since this would make separation for recycling and recycling itself cheaper and more feasible.  This would improve the overall resource efficiency, especially if combined with a requirement to incorporate recycled content in new products.

· Producing plastics (or plastic-like materials) that do degrade in ‘normal’ environmental conditions[footnoteRef:3] could also be helpful.  Some limited forms currently exist (polylactic acid, starch-based, etc) but their behaviour ‘in the wild’ in terrestrial and marine environments is not always sufficiently understood.  This might be particularly appropriate for food-related packaging, especially if it could be treated through anaerobic digestion as easily as food, since that would mean a consumer could simply place the lot in the food waste container.  (So-called ‘oxo-degradable’ plastics should generally be avoided since they simply accelerate the process of breaking into smaller pieces (microplastics)).  [3:  Many materials currently advertised as biodegradable or compostable require specific conditions of temperature, humidity, etc to decompose within a reasonable period. These conditions may not be found outside an industrial composting facility.] 


However, when looking for alternatives to single-use plastics, several things need to be considered.  Clearly, the overall environmental impact needs to be weighed[footnoteRef:4] - plastic packaging has replaced much glass packaging because of its greater resistance to breaking and its lighter weight in transport; reversing that trend could have impacts on food waste and carbon emissions from transport. Care also needs to be taken in what a more environmentally friendly alternative will mean for the current recycling market, especially during any transitional phase from one approach to another.  Consumers confusion must be avoided; they need to be easily able to understand what to do with the alternative –contaminating current recycling or composting schemes would just leading to even greater levels of waste.  CIWM suggests all alternatives are carefully thought through. [4:  This is often done through lifecycle analysis (LCA), but care needs to be taken to ensure the full range of impacts is considered. For example, a carbon dioxide-based LCA might not adequately value the impact of macro and microplastics on marine life.] 


4. Are there single-use plastic items that are deemed essential by their nature or application, which cannot be substituted or avoided?

CIWM believes there are single-use plastic items – within hospitals, healthcare settings and for people with disabilities – that are essential.  Straws for patients to drink and eat; medical equipment such as syringes; blood bags and intravenous lines, etc.

PRODUCTION

5. What factors influence the choice of polymer, or combination of polymers, in the production of single-use items?

No comment.

6. What proportion of the plastic that you produce is made of recycled plastic, and what are the barriers to increasing this?

No comment.

7. What proportion of the plastic that you produce is commercially recyclable and what are the barriers to increasing this and improving the grade it can be recycled to?

No comment.

8. In your opinion, how can the tax system or charges play a role in delivering better environmental outcomes at this stage?

Imposing a tax or charge can be a very effective route to changing human behaviour – lots of evidence shows that we are more influenced by avoiding a cost than by gaining a saving, for example. 

The impact will of course depend in large part on the size of the tax or charge and its detailed design. Taxing virgin content would tend to promote the use of recycled content. Taxing the use of polymers (such as PVC or polystyrene) or polymer combinations (such as multi-material composites) that are particularly problematic for recycling would encourage a switch away from them to others. Taxing the fossil-based content would encourage plant-based feedstock usage.

Consumer behaviour is also likely to feed back to producer decisions as to whether to use plastic at all, and if so in what form. A tax or a charge at the retail level could therefore also feed back into demand and therefore production choices.

See also CIWM’s answers to questions 16.

9. What factors influence the design and specifications you make for the single-use plastic items you sell, and what are the barriers to using alternatives?

No comment.

RETAIL

10. Can you provide data on the volumes and costs of different types of single-use plastic used?

No comment.

11. Have you taken any steps to address the environmental impact of the single-use plastic items you sell, including their end-of-life?

No comment.

12. In your opinion, how can the tax system or charges play a role in delivering better environmental outcomes at this stage?

The situation is analogous to production – retailers are likely to be influenced by cost, especially where they are unable to recover it from the consumer, either because the item is normally given away ‘free’ or because of strong competition keeping prices down.  So, a tax or a charge on particular single-use items (based on the materials used or the use for example) is likely to have an impact on the retailers’ choice of item and material.

Consumer behaviour and pressure (including pressure from civil society) as we can already see happening is also extremely likely to feed back to retailer decisions as to whether to use certain items at all, and if so in plastic or other materials (subject to their availability).

See also CIWM’s answer to question 16.

13. What factors influence consumers’ choices related to single-use plastic items?

Single-use plastic items are appealing to consumers because they are cheap, convenient and readily available.  They require less planning and therefore fit with a more spontaneous, fast-paced and mobile lifestyle.

For example, our society operates in an ‘on-the-go’ environment and single-use cutlery and cups have become a big part of our lives, for example in getting lunch between meetings or a snack for the train.  Those based in the office could take normal multi-use cutlery but consumers that are travelling to a meeting away from their office don’t carry tableware.

Absorbent hygiene products (AHP) such as nappies and sanitary products have reusable alternatives but they can be more time consuming to maintain (reusable nappies need to be washed and dried, etc).

• How can the government encourage the re-use of these items?

Many single-use items are by design not suitable for re-use (e.g. flimsy cutlery, film, tear-open packaging, etc).  Government interventions here would need to focus on reducing demand for them either through increasing their price or reducing their appeal (social norms, availability of alternatives, etc).

For those that are (plastic drinks bottles and plant pots for example), again price signals will be important.  This could be done either (or both) by increasing the price of the less desirable item by an additional charge, or reducing the price of the more desirable item e.g. through differential VAT.

There may also be the need for regulatory changes to remove (real or perceived) barriers to re-use.  For example, if a supermarket delivery van takes some empty containers back for refilling at base, there could be implications from waste legislation that would be problematic.

CONSUMPTION

14. What are the barriers to consumers choosing alternatives to single-use plastic items, and how responsive would consumers be to price changes?

Cost, convenience and availability are the main barriers to consumers being able to choose alternatives.  CIWM does not have any data on consumer price sensitivity.

15. In what way, and to what extent, do the decisions of producers and retailers influence consumer choice?

CIWM believes producers and retailers have a marked influence on consumers.  They produce and sell certain items, market them and influence the consumer’s buying decisions.  They do not produce and sell other items, thus removing that choice (for good or ill).  The consumer therefore has some freedom of choice, but only between the options made available.

16. In your opinion, how can the tax system or charges play a role in delivering better environmental outcomes at this stage?

See CIWM’s answers to questions 8, 12 and 18.  In addition, a tax or charge on single-use plastic items can play a role in raising consumer awareness exactly as the single-use carrier bag levy has done.  Some of the funds raised could also be used to raise awareness and understanding of other recycling or wider environmental behaviours with their associated benefits.

• What interventions should be implemented, and why? 

Government has to consider any unintended consequences with what-ever interventions are implemented.  There are already systems in place (carrier bag levy, PRNs) and other options (DRS) being considered for change or introduction – all of these must be thoroughly thought through.

• What behavioural effect would these interventions have, both on this stage in the supply chain, and more broadly? 

Within the supply chain there will be changes to how single-use items are constructed and where they could be more multi-use, developed so.  More broadly, items could be developed to replace the single-use plastic item that is levied.

• What would be the impact on consumers? 

Choices will change as will prices but there will be more awareness of resources and waste to influence behaviour change.

• Are there specific items the government should be focussing on?

CIWM suggests one of the areas for reducing single-use plastic is in plates, cups, glasses and cutlery used for picnics and parties.  Government can encourage reuse by adding a levy so that it is cheaper and more convenient to hire plates, cups, glasses and cutlery.

Other areas include nappies and other AHP, wet wipes, baby wipes, face cleansing pads, cotton buds, stirrers, straws, disposable razors, coffee cups and some other forms of food packaging.

DISCARDING AND WASTE TREATMENT

17. What are the barriers to the collection of single-use plastics and more environmentally friendly methods of waste treatment, including barriers to any existing technologies?

The resources and waste sector has the ability to sort and process most waste materials, as long as it can ‘get its hands on it’ and there is an economically reasonable market for the resulting material.  The main barriers to more collection and treatment are:

User awareness and use of the correct disposal route.
CIWM is fully aware of the difficulties consumers have in determining what is or is not recyclable – especially when the item is not a bottle, tub, pot or tray.  There are confusing messages on items like baby wipes, toilet cleaning cloths that indicate they can be flushed down the toilet.  The water industry has been doing a lot of work to spread the message about what should and should not be flushed. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Water UK researched the extent of bins in householders’ bathrooms to ascertain why items were flushed and not disposed of in the bin.  It was found that if a bin was not in the bathroom there was higher potential for items to be flushed.] 


Labelling can help collection – items that should not be flushed should carry the crossed-out toilet logo to encourage consumers to dispose of their waste in the correct manner.

Availability of the correct disposal route. 
The volume of material or its value can be too low for the service to be offered – straws, cutlery and pens are difficult to collect in sufficient volume to make collection by the contractor viable, especially when the material has an intrinsically low value in the current market.  

As many items are used ‘on-the-go’, collection is not going always going to be at the point of sale.  Much consideration has to be given to where these collection points – so-called ‘binfrastructure’ – ought to be.

Many single-use items (straws, stirrers, etc) when littered run into gullies and the sewer system where their removal is determined by the appropriate level of screening by water treatment companies.

The offensive nature of the item could also limit the collection.  Nappies and incontinence waste in the home is one matter, out and about is a completely different situation.  More generally, some material collection may be offered at home but not ‘on the go’, etc.

Complexity of the product. 
Use of multiple polymers or polymer-other combinations (e.g. coffee cups, cat food pouches, etc) can make separation and recycling difficult or practically impossible.  Items made from mixed plastics and some hard-plastic items (for example disposable razors) cannot be recycled easily once the components have been separated.

Introduction of new forms of polymer (e.g. biodegradable plastics) or polymer additives could also cause similar problems.

Lack of end market for the material. 
Some polymers are valued in the secondary materials market but others are not.  Single use items made from the latter are often uneconomic to recycle.

18. In your opinion, how can the tax system or charges play a role in delivering better environmental outcomes at this stage?

• What interventions should be implemented, and why? 

Once the aims of the interventions have been decided, a charge or levy could (either alone or with the support of other forms of government intervention such as regulation) play a significant role.

The kinds of overall interventions that could be useful include:
· Better labelling of single-use items with regard to the discarding of the item, for example not using the phrase ‘flushable’ and including a crossed-out toilet logo on the packaging to indicate that the item should not be flushed.

· Ensuring that materials used in the manufacture of single-use products are made of single polymers that are easier to determine by consumers if they are recyclable.

· Promoting greater recycled content.  This will persuade manufacturers to consider using more recycled content, driving the market for more recycled plastic and increased collection and market price.

· Removing the exemption from the EU Emissions Trading Scheme for energy from waste.

However, CIWM stresses once more the need for clarity as to the purpose of the intervention, since much will depend on that.

• What behavioural effect would these interventions have, both on this stage in the supply chain, and more broadly? 

Humans seek to avoid loss more strongly than working to gain a saving.  Imposing a charge on something will therefore drive consumers and businesses away from that thing towards a replacement.  Careful consideration of the nature of that replacement is therefore essential.  Increasing the value of recycled materials will encourage greater collection and recycling.

Together, these interventions could also shift public and societal attitudes towards recycling, specific patterns of consumption, etc.

• What would be the impact on Local Authorities and business?

It is not possible to judge this without knowing substantially more about the intent and design of the intervention(s).  It is almost certain that there will be impacts both positive and negative for both actors.

For example, alongside the cost-raising aspect to businesses, they might benefit if revenue from a tax or charge on single-use plastic items could be hypothecated/allocated to support domestic UK reprocessing or research and innovation around recycling or new, more environmentally friendly materials.

Local authorities might find their street cleaning or household collection costs reduce, and could potentially benefit if the funds raised were allocated to provide resources for street cleansing, on-the-go recycling collection facilities or to support household collections.
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See also CIWM’s answers to questions 8, 12 and 16.
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