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In 1970, the province of British Columbia became the first 
jurisdiction in the world to implement a mandatory deposit 
return system for single-use beverage containers. Fast-forward 
fifty years and over 40 jurisdictions have established a deposit 

system, including most parts of Canada and Australia, 10 European 
countries, 10 U.S. states, Israel, and parts of the Caribbean. As a re-
sult of these initiatives, over 290 million people worldwide now have 
access to container deposits, and the number continues to grow. 

Over the last two to three years, governments around the world 
have announced they too will soon implement deposit systems. 
Programs are expected in England, Scotland, Northern Ireland and 
Wales. In Australia, plans are in place for the states of Tasmania and 
Victoria. Action is also underway in Jamaica, Latvia, Malta, New 
Zealand, Portugal, Romania, Singapore,  Slovakia and Turkey. 

Most recently, in September 2020, Austria’s Environment Minister 
announced plans for a deposit on plastic beverage bottles and metal 
cans, although specific details such as implementation date are still 
being worked out. 

By the time all these programs are implemented, it’s estimated that 
nearly 500 million people will have access to deposit return systems. 
This is double the number covered just 15 years ago. 

In 2016 Reloop released "Deposit Systems for One-Way Beverage 
Containers: Global Overview," the first-of-its kind global report 
on deposits. At the end of 2020, the third edition of the report was 
released. This updated data can help government officials and those 
in the beverage industry and recycling sectors seeking to understand 
how these systems are structured. The report offers insights on how 
container redemption systems are financed in different jurisdictions 
and what recovery levels they can achieve depending on how they are 
designed. 

HOW WELL DO SYSTEMS PERFORM?
When it comes to single-use beverage containers, numbers from 
across the globe consistently show that recycling rates are sig-
nificantly higher in jurisdictions that have implemented deposit 
frameworks.

Our research shows that European countries with deposit return 
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systems achieve the highest return rates, ranging from a low of 85% 
in Sweden to a high of 98% in Germany. In Canada, the average 
return rate for deposit provinces is 80%. This can be compared to 
the performance of Ontario’s curbside program, which recovers just 
46% of non-alcohol beverage containers. 

In some provinces, including Alberta, Prince Edward Island and 
the Northwest Territories, recycling rates are significantly higher, 
extending beyond 85%. The average return rate for U.S. states with 
deposit systems is much lower, at around 69%. At 68%, the average 
return rate for Australian states is similarly low, though this can be 
explained by the fact that two programs in that country are fairly 
new, having been implemented only in 2018.  

Although return rates can be influenced by several factors, there 
is strong evidence to suggest that the size of the deposit matters, 
and that higher deposit/refund values tend to produce higher 
return rates. Our research found that the average return rate in 
jurisdictions with a minimum deposit of less than 7 U.S. cents 
was just 68%. This increased to 81% for programs that charged a 
minimum deposit of between 7 and 9.9 cents, and to 88% in places 
with a minimum deposit of between 10 and 15 cents. The highest 
average return rate (94%) is seen in jurisdictions with a minimum 
deposit level that's equivalent to 15 U.S. cents or more – all of these 
programs are in Europe. 

CONVENIENCE CONSIDERATION 
Besides the deposit value, the convenience of container return is an-
other key factor in the success of a deposit system. There are a handful 
of strategies in this realm, including:

•	 Return-to-retail: This model allows consumers to return their 
containers while doing their shopping, avoiding additional trips out 

20
23

20
21

20
18

20
15

20
12

20
09

20
06

20
03

20
00

19
97

19
94

19
91

19
88

19
85

19
82

19
79

19
76

19
73

19
70

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

Dotted line represents expected growth as new programs come on-line

If it’s scrap or used, it’s...

WWW.RECYCLE.NET

E-SCRAP
METALS
TEXTILES
PAPER

WOOD
RUBBER
GLASS
PLASTIC

THE ONLINE EXCHANGE
FOR RECYCLERS

Post your BUY/SELL/TRADE
listings or sign up for
membership and take
advantage of our services
for sophisticated traders.

NUMBER OF PEOPLE COVERED BY CONTAINER DEPOSIT SYSTEMS GLOBALLY



30     JANUARY 2021 | RESOURCE RECYCLING

DEPOSIT DATA

of the home and expensive system-specific 
infrastructure.

•	 Return-to-redemption center (depot): This 
model allows consumers to return empty 
containers for recycling to facilities estab-
lished solely for this purpose.  

•	 Hybrid model (redemption centers along-
side retail stores): These frameworks may 
allow retailers to opt out if they are in a 
“convenience zone” – that is, within a speci-
fied distance of a redemption center. 

The highest return rates can be seen in 
systems that use a return-to-retail approach, 
where retailers selling beverages become 
legally responsible for accepting empty con-
tainers for recycling. This model is considered 
best-in-class as it is the most convenient for 
consumers and also offers benefits for retailers 
(increased foot traffic, economic incentives 
and an improved corporate image). 

Return-to-retail models are most common 
in Europe, whereas return-to-redemption 
center models are more prevalent in the rest 
of the world. Our research found that the 
median return rate in programs that utilize 
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a return-to-retail model was 89%, compared 
with 81% in programs that use a return-to- 
redemption center model.  

The performance of a deposit program is 
also dependent on program scope – in other 
words, the types of beverage containers it 
covers. In general, the wider the scope, the 
more effective the program will be. Eligible 
containers are typically defined by what 
beverage they contain (typical categories 
include alcoholic, non-alcoholic, carbonated 
and non-carbonated) or what material the 
container is made from (plastic, aluminum, 
glass, polycoat, etc.). 

The majority of deposit systems include 
plastic, metal and glass containers, although 
some of them only cover certain material types. 
In Norway and Sweden, for example, glass is 
excluded, and in the Netherlands, glass and 
metal are excluded. Aside from increasing 
overall return rates, expanding the scope of the 
system has the added advantage of making 
it fairer for competing material types. It also 
levels the playing field for competing brands 
and makes it simpler for the consumer to 
understand what can be redeemed.   

WHAT'S EXPECTED AS ONE  
COUNTRY WIDENS ITS SCOPE

Starting Jan. 1, 2020, Denmark’s deposit program 
was expanded to include packaging from juice and 
drink concentrate products in plastic, glass and 
metal containers. Juice products cover ready-to-
drink  beverages that contain fruit and vegetable 
juice. Concentrate products cover soft drinks and 
concentrates that contain fruit and vegetable juice 
but which are not ready-to-drink. 

The deposit is the same amount as for other prod-
ucts already included in the national program. It 
was estimated that the expansion would result in 
the collection of 52 million additional bottles and 
cans than was previously the case, corresponding 
to a 4-5% increase in the total volume of containers 
returned through the country’s deposit program.

HOW DEPOSIT AMOUNT AFFECTS RETURN RATES
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WHO'S RUNNING THE SHOW?
Whether or not a deposit system includes a 
central system operator is yet another factor 
that can impact program performance. 

A centralized clearing system – where 
one organization organizes the logistics and 
provides a clearinghouse by managing all 
data, finances and compliance – is considered 
best-in-class as it helps to ensure transparen-
cy in respect to units placed on the market. 
This approach also helps bring consistency 
to redemption levels and, most importantly, 
makes it clear who is covering the costs of the 
system.

Centralized systems also help to ensure that 
logistics are optimized, avoiding duplication 
of activities that could increase producers’ 
costs and workload.

However, most U.S. states that use a deposit 
system operate a decentralized model, in 
which there is no central coordination of data. 
Beverage producers are directly responsi-
ble for administering the system, including 
collection their own containers and ensuring 
payment accounts are reconciled. 

In contrast, all of Canada’s provinces/terri-
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tories operate a centralized framework, as do 
most European countries. In fact, Germany 
is the only European deposit program that is 
decentralized. 

THE SOLUTION FOR HIGHER  
TARGETS
As deposit systems continue to become 
more widespread, it’s more important than 
ever for industry, government agencies, and 
other stakeholders to understand how these 
programs work.  

As of 2020, over 40 jurisdictions have 
implemented deposits as a tool to recover 
single-use beverage containers for high-qual-
ity recycling. And thanks to the Europe-
an Union’s Single-Use Plastics Directive 
(SUPD), which was adopted in June 2019, 
deposits will likely expand to even more 
countries in Europe over the next decade. 
Under the new law, member states are re-
quired to achieve a 77% collection target for 
plastic beverage bottles by 2025, increasing to 
90% by 2029. 

Since achieving recycling rates of over 90% 
for beverage containers is virtually impossible 

using any other collection method, the 90% 
target practically implies that governments 
will have to implement container deposits. 

Leaders in those EU countries – and 
everywhere else – would be wise to look at 
the data on systems to understand the specific 
components that lead to the highest levels of 
container return. 
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Jason Wilcox is an analyst with Reloop as well as 
project manager with CM Consulting. He can be 
contacted at jason.wilcox@reloopplatform.org.

HOW RETURN SYSTEM TYPE AFFECTS RETURN RATES


