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1.0 Introduction 
Waste prevention is at the top of the waste hierarchy, and deserves to be given the 

proper priority. In anticipation of the imminent publication of Defra’s Waste 

Prevention Programme, we highlight types of interventions that a successful 

programme would include. 

We have not sought to present a comprehensive approach to waste prevention. 

Instead we have focused on five key measures that we believe would spread a little 

more joy and a lot less waste. And this is important – waste prevention has real 

potential that goes far beyond enhancing resource efficiency and advancing our 

commitment towards the circular economy. The evidence shows that it also leads to 

wider positive impacts. 

In addition to reducing waste, there are various benefits that the five measures 

proposed in this report would deliver, including: 

 Improvements to local environmental quality from reduced littering; 

 Reduced levels of plastic litter entering the marine environment; 

 Increased resilience to future heatwaves; 

 Reduced food poverty; and 

 Improved wellbeing for some of the most vulnerable people in society. 

The specific measures included are: 

1. “Pay As You Throw” for household waste – which would bring about a step-

change reduction in levels of waste, whilst giving a boost to stagnating 

recycling rates; 

2. A levy on all single-use carrier bags including paper and biodegradable plastic 

– more fully respecting the waste hierarchy, and reducing levels of litter 

(including marine litter); 

3. A network of public water fountains, including taps for refilling water bottles -  

saving people money and reducing the use of bottled alternatives; 

4. Adoption of the food waste hierarchy – increasing the proportion of surplus 

food distributed to those in need, while reducing the requirement for pig 

farmers to buy in feed from overseas; and 

5. Local authority targets for reuse – to meet the growing demand for furniture 

and white goods from those in greatest need.  
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2.0 Pay As You Throw 
To date the coalition government has not looked favourably upon Pay As You Throw 

(PAYT). While we recognise it’s unlikely, we feel that a proposal to repeal Section 47 

of the Localism Act, and to roll out PAYT, should be the big surprise of the 

Programme. Admittedly, this may not be as ‘joyful’ a measure as the others we 

suggest, but it is very important. 

The evidence on PAYT, also known as Direct and Variable Rate (DVR) charging, is 

about as clear as it is possible to be for a waste prevention instrument. From 

examples in Europe, well designed schemes can be expected to bring about a 

reduction of 10% in the tonnage of household waste generated.1 Without PAYT, the 

marginal cost of waste generation to the householder is zero. If we are to be serious 

about waste prevention this misalignment of incentives has to be addressed.  

We consider that the implementation of PAYT for household waste is not only an 

effective method of delivering waste prevention, but it increases the effectiveness 

(and cost-effectiveness) of further interventions. Reusable nappies are a good 

example of this – the avoided cost of disposal would both incentivise households to 

adopt reusables, and importantly, encourage their continued use.  

The widespread rollout of PAYT at the household level could also be expected to have 

beneficial waste prevention effects, both direct and indirect, on the Commercial and 

Industrial (C&I) sector because: 

 The opportunity for businesses to dispose of their waste illegally and free of 

charge in household bins would be significantly reduced; and 

 Increased experience of onboard weighing technology would bolster 

confidence in applying it to the C&I sector. At present C&I collections are 

charged per lift on a volume basis, but until the bin is full, there is no marginal 

incentive to avoid waste. Yet disposal costs are charged by weight – so 

businesses that produce relatively light waste effectively subsidise those 

whose bins are heavy with food waste, glass and metals that could easily be 

moved up the waste hierarchy 

At the same time as encouraging prevention, PAYT can be used to increase recycling 

rates, through charging a lower rate for organic waste and dry recyclables. 

                                                 
 

1  Eunomia Research & Consulting (2011) A Comparative Study on Economic Instruments Promoting 

Waste Prevention, Report for Bruxelles Environnenment, December 2011 
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3.0 Levy on All Single-use Carrier Bags 
Earlier this year the European Commission published three studies looking into the 

composition, and sources, of marine litter in European seas. In a chapter integrating 

results from all three studies it noted that:2 

Plastics are the most abundant debris found in the marine environment and 

comprise more than half of marine litter in European Regional Seas. More 

than half of the plastic fraction is composed of plastic packaging waste with 

plastic bottles and bags being predominant types of plastic packaging. 

This summary chapter then goes on to say that: 

Therefore, measures within a strategy to close the largest loopholes in the 

plastic packaging cycle should target plastic bottles and plastic bags. 

Given the negative impacts associated with plastic bags in the marine and terrestrial 

environments, there is a strong justification for taking action. This is the rationale 

behind Nick Clegg’s recent announcement of a proposed levy.  

 

Photo: Dominic Hogg  

                                                 
 

2 See 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/marine/pdf/Integration%20of%20results%20from%20three%20Mar

ine%20Litter%20Studies.pdf 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/marine/pdf/Integration%20of%20results%20from%20three%20Marine%20Litter%20Studies.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/marine/pdf/Integration%20of%20results%20from%20three%20Marine%20Litter%20Studies.pdf
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However, in order to be most successful as a waste prevention instrument, the levy 

should be applied to all single-use carrier bags. Not only would this avoid the 

arguments about the relative impacts of paper versus plastic (including 

biodegradable plastic) bags, but it would more fully respect the waste hierarchy. 

Accordingly, the proposed exemption for biodegradable bags should be abandoned. 

The proposed exemptions for small retailers should also be removed.  

Defra research has identified that litter is the most significant factor affecting 

residents’ perceptions of their neighbourhoods, with a high reported ‘willingness-to-

pay’ to reduce litter levels.3 Single-use carrier bags are one of the most visible, and 

indeed iconic, components of litter. An exemption-free levy, covering all single-use 

carrier bags would be an effective way of preventing waste and improving local 

environmental quality. 

  

                                                 
 

3 Mark Wardman, Abigail Bristow, Jeremy Shires, Phani Chintakayala and John Nellthorp (2013) 

Estimating the Value of a Range of Local Environmental Impacts, Report for Dept. for Environment, 

Food and Rural Affairs, 1 April 2011 
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4.0 Network of Public Water Fountains  
As noted above, plastic bottles are another item that constitutes a significant element 

of marine litter. One possible policy response to this is to put in place deposit-refund 

systems. This has been shown to be an effective way of increasing recycling rates, 

improving the quality of recyclate, and reducing litter.4 However, there is less 

evidence that deposits lead to waste prevention (unless they are ‘two-way’ deposits 

for refillables). For ‘one-way’ deposits it might be that the inevitable increase in the 

initial price paid, inclusive of the deposit, may lead to fewer purchases. This may 

simply be because people do not have the available cash on them at the time, or 

because they simply do not want to pay the slightly elevated price (perhaps in the 

expectation that they will not seek to obtain the refund).  

 

Photo: Darwin Bell, via Wikimedia Commons  

However, there will probably not be very much waste prevention occurring, especially 

in situations where people are less price-sensitive. This would typically be the case 

when people are away from home, ‘on-the-go’, and where other options are 

unavailable. An alternative approach, which should have a strong waste prevention 

effect, would be a network of public water fountains. 

                                                 
 

4 Eunomia Research & Consulting (2011) A Comparative Study on Economic Instruments Promoting 

Waste Prevention, Report for Bruxelles Environnenment, December 2011 
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Having widely accessible water fountains, including taps for refilling water bottles, in 

prominent locations, such as railway stations, city centres and parks would bring a 

range of wider benefits: 

 The risk of dehydration would be reduced, which is of growing importance 

given the increased likelihood of heatwaves in future years;5 

 The likelihood of impulse purchases of drinks containing sugar would be 

reduced, possibly helping to address issues such as diabetes;6 

 Citizens would save money; and 

 If displacing bottled water, environmental impacts would be considerably 

reduced as the energy requirements to produce bottled water are much 

greater than for tap water - up to 300 times greater in the case of some 

imported brands. 7 

Water companies could be encouraged to sponsor these fountains, showcasing the 

quality of water available direct from the tap.  

This is clearly not a new idea. Many cities, such as Rome, have maintained their 

traditional fountains, while others, such as Sydney, have invested in new ones. Indeed 

installing and restoring fountains was mentioned in a 2011 report from the Mayor of 

London. But it is an important idea, and one which would prevent waste, save people 

money, and could possibly improve their health. 

  

                                                 
 

5 Public Health England, and NHS England (2013) Heatwave Plan for England 2013: Protecting Health 

and Reducing Harm from Severe Heat and Heatwaves, 

6 http://www.diabetes.org.uk/About_us/News_Landing_Page/Study-shows-link-between-sugary-soft-

drinks-and-risk-of-Type-2-diabetes/ 

7 Defra (2006) Environmental Impacts of Food Production and Consumption: A Report to the 

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, December 2006  
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5.0 Adoption of the Food Waste Hierarchy 
In July of this year, the Welfare Minister Lord Freud told the House of Lords that:8 

The provision of food-bank support has grown from provision to 70,000 

individuals two years ago to 347,000. 

While he added that there is no evidence as to whether the use of food banks is 

supply led or demand led, the overwhelming view from those at the sharp end of food-

redistribution is that supply is nowhere near matching the level of demand. Indeed a 

report from Church Action on Poverty and Oxfam estimates that over 500,000 people 

are now reliant on food aid – the use of food banks and food parcels – and that this 

number will continue to grow.9 

 

Photo: Brixton People’s Kitchen, via Flickr  

At the same time, most pigs in the UK eat feed made primarily from crops like soya, 

maize and wheat. This is expensive, and increased costs seem to be one of the 

reasons why the number of pigs farmed in the UK has decreased dramatically in 

recent years, with 60% of our pork now imported.10 

                                                 
 

8 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201314/ldhansrd/text/130702-0001.htm 

9 Church Action on Poverty and Oxfam (2013) Walking the Breadline: The Scandal of Food Poverty in 

21st Century Britain, May 2013. 

10 National Pig Association (2013) ‘We’re Backing Britain, says NPA’ – press release, available at 

http://www.npa-

uk.org.uk/Library/NPA%20Press%20Release%20Backing%20Britain%20Aug%2014%202013.doc 

http://www.npa-uk.org.uk/Library/NPA%20Press%20Release%20Backing%20Britain%20Aug%2014%202013.doc
http://www.npa-uk.org.uk/Library/NPA%20Press%20Release%20Backing%20Britain%20Aug%2014%202013.doc
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The crops fed to pigs are not then available for humans to eat. The United Nations 

Environment Programme estimates that if farmers around the world fed their 

livestock on agricultural by-products and the food that we currently waste, it would 

save enough grain to feed an extra three billion people.11 

These problems can be tackled, and considerable waste avoided, through the 

implementation of the food waste hierarchy, originally proposed by the organisation 

Feeding the 5000.12  After seeking to avoid generating food waste in the first place, 

this involves: 

 Surplus food from businesses being directed to charities and organisations 

that redistribute food to people in need; and 

 Food unfit for human consumption being directed to livestock feed wherever 

possible, and legally permissible. The Pig Idea project has recently 

demonstrated that bakery, fruit, vegetables and dairy products can safely and 

lawfully be directed to farm animals.13 

Last year the MP for Bristol East, Kerry McCarthy, tried to bring a food waste hierarchy 

into law, through the Food Waste Bill.14 Unfortunately the proposed Bill fell at the end 

of the Parliamentary session. It would have placed a legal obligation on large 

supermarkets and manufacturers to donate a certain percentage of their surplus food 

for redistribution. There would have been an obligation for other surplus food, unfit for 

human consumption, to be made available for livestock feed in preference to 

disposal. All other businesses were to be encouraged, and incentivised, to donate a 

greater proportion of their surplus for redistribution.  

Another aspect of the Bill would have removed a number of (real or perceived) 

barriers to food donation. In effect this would have been a UK version of 1996 US 

legislation, The Bill Emerson Good Samaritan Food Donation Act, which protects good 

faith food donors and recipient agencies/foodbanks from civil and criminal liability, 

except in cases of gross negligence and/or intentional misconduct. It would have 

applied to all potential food donors – including individuals, private companies, food 

retailers and manufacturers, caterers, and restaurateurs.  

Reviving the key elements of the Food Waste Bill, possibly through including them 

within other developing legislation, should be a priority. The measures it contained 

would both prevent waste and tackle some of the genuine hardship faced by many of 

those currently struggling to make ends meet.  

  

                                                 
 

11 Nellemann, C., United Nations Environment Programme, and GRID--Arendal (2009) The 

environmental food crisis: the environment’s role in averting future food crises: a UNEP rapid response 

assessment, Arendal, Norway: UNEP 

12 See http://www.feeding5k.org/ 

13 See http://www.thepigidea.org/  

14 See http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2010-12/foodwaste.html 

http://www.feeding5k.org/
http://www.thepigidea.org/
http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2010-12/foodwaste.html
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6.0 Local Authority Reuse Targets 
In common with food-redistribution charities, the current economic climate has meant 

that third sector reuse organisations are experiencing dramatic increases in demand 

for their services. In the case of items such as beds, cookers and other white goods, 

supply has not kept pace. 

The Furniture Reuse Network leads and represents over 300 furniture and electrical 

re-use charities across the UK, many of them staffed by volunteers.15 Their aim and 

that of their members is to alleviate material poverty, through the provision of low-

cost or free household goods. Typical recipients would include children leaving care, 

women and families fleeing domestic violence, ex-offenders, ex-service personnel, 

people with mental and physical disabilities and the homeless. These people, given 

the opportunity to move into a secure and stable home – often for the first time – all 

too often lack furniture, or the means to buy it, even through normal second hand 

routes. 

 

 

Photo: Furniture Reuse Network 

 

                                                 
 

15 While technically much of the activity undertaken would be ‘preparation for reuse’, so not strictly 

waste prevention, the environmental outcomes are similar, and the social benefits possibly even 

greater. Moreover, from the public perspective, and in reality, both reuse and preparation for reuse do 

‘prevent’ waste. 
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The provision of furniture and other items has been identified as a key factor in 

preventing the cycle of homelessness. In a 2010 report, the housing and homeless 

charity Shelter stated that:16 

Providing help with furniture and furnishings is a very basic form of 

homelessness prevention for impoverished households moving into 

unfurnished flats. 

There is a strong link between homelessness and poor mental health. Poor mental 

health is a major contributing factor to homelessness, and becoming homeless can 

worsen existing conditions or cause a mental health problem to occur.17 The 

Government’s mental health strategy identifies addressing the mental health needs 

of homeless people as a priority for action.18  

It also appears that providing the opportunities for people to volunteer leads to 

beneficial impacts. While motivations may differ, research suggests that volunteers 

obtain a number of benefits from volunteering, including:19 

 Ability to cope with ill health – volunteering can help people to come to terms 

with their own illness and help take their mind off their own problems; 

 Improved family relationships – A study comparing older volunteers with older 

non-volunteers showed that the volunteers had better relationships with their 

family; and 

 Improved self-esteem and sense of purpose – which can help people to get 

back to work, and have a positive effect on other areas of people’s lives. 

Moreover, where people such as young offenders are able to obtain placements with 

reuse organisations, indications are that this can lead to both direct savings to 

statutory bodies, and possibly much greater indirect savings to wider society, for 

example through helping people move away from a life of crime.20 

In 2012/13 the FRN reused 2.7 million items of furniture and electrical equipment. 

Their figures suggest this equates to 110,000 tonnes of waste prevented, leading to 

a reported saving to low income families across the UK in the order of around £350 

million. Based on current demand, FRN is confident that they could double the 

amount of reuse if supply were to increase. 

                                                 
 

16 Shelter (2010) Furniture for the Homeless: A House without Furniture is not a Home, 

17 Mental Health Network: NHS Confederation (2012) Mental Health and Homelessness, 

18 Department of Health (2011) No health without mental health: A cross-Government mental health 

strategy for people of all ages – Supporting document: The economic case for improving efficiency and 

quality in mental health. February 2011. 

19 Casiday, R. (2008) Volunteering and Health: What Impact Does it Really Have? Report for 

Volunteering England, 2008 

20 Personal communication with Craig Ormerod of Bury Youth Offending Team; Personal 

communication with Eddie Cowlings, Plymouth Integrated Probation Team 
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However, the sector is not currently able to access sufficient reusable goods. As a 

result, reuse organisations are forced to buy new items in order to meet their social 

objectives 

Establishing a “reuse target” on household furniture and electrical items for local 

authorities, at 5% in the first instance, would not only have a positive effect on waste 

prevention, but would make a considerable difference to the lives of many people. 

 

7.0 Final Thoughts 
The ideas we have set out in this wish list aren’t rocket science. Each has merit and, 

arguably, intuitive appeal, even aside from their impact on waste. They are measures 

that could be expected to have a long-term positive impact on poverty, mental health, 

hunger and farming. 

Importantly, we believe they are ideas that can capture the public’s imagination, in a 

way that targets that talk about gradual, small percentage decreases in waste cannot. 

A key challenge of waste prevention is to help people understand what it looks like, 

what they can do to help, and the kinds of practical measures that would enable us 

all to waste a lot less.  

Cutting waste has real benefits. While the UK debate on greenhouse gas emissions 

tends to focus on energy generation, the products we use are an important 

contributor to our overall carbon footprint. Using and wasting less will help to reduce 

our impact in a near-painless way. It will also help to save us money, and lower the 

costs that local authorities and businesses incur through dealing with waste. 

With so many benefits, and so few downsides to waste prevention, we hope that the 

government will fully seize the opportunities it presents in its forthcoming programme. 
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