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Why deposit return and reuse could be critical to glass
packaging’s long-term competitiveness

Overview

This policy briefing examines the future of glass beverage packaging in Aotearoa New
Zealand as producer responsibility, deposit return and reuse policies reshape the
economics of packaging collection and recycling globally.

The paper considers the risks facing the glass sector, the limitations of relying on
ratepayer-funded kerbside collection and the opportunity for glass to strengthen its
long-term position through inclusion in a well-designed deposit return system.
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Executive summary

Glass has historically held a commanding role in beverage packaging markets including New Zealand’s and new opportunities are
emerging, but there are also risks to account for.

Glass has been valued by consumers as a clean and sustainable material, endlessly recyclable into new bottles. Collecting and
using recovered glass offers many positives, including avoided litter and landfill, saving on virgin resources, energy use and
greenhouse gas emissions. Glass furnaces can be operated at lower temperatures when recovered glass is added.

Glass bottles are also a highly reusable beverage packaging. In New Zealand, beer, soft drink and milk bottles were commonly returned
and refilled in the recent past, and in June 2026 a major New Zealand brewer began piloting another glass beer bottle reuse
scheme. [1€]

However, important market trends and regulatory reforms are challenging the long-term growth of the glass packaging sector.
Globally, beverage producers are shifting from glass to aluminium and plastic packaging. This change is being driven by:

e Lowertransport costs from the lighter weight of aluminium and plastic.
e  Fewer breakages in handling and transport.

e  FEasier and more efficient storage.

e Changing consumer preferences.

e  Regulatory impositions favoring alternate materials.

Glass in New Zealand is overwhelmingly collected by local council kerbside programmes. With expenditure of $629 million on solid
waste and refuse in 2023, and a 45% increase in these costs over the preceding four years, local councils are urgently seeking to contain
costs. M Local councils are strong supporters of a beverage container return scheme as an example of appropriate cost shifting from
ratepayers to producers and in line with global trends. 2

There is an inevitable regulatory reform agenda that the packaging industry is grappling with. Glass is particularly in scope for this
reform due to its low recovered financial value, contamination of other materials in the recycling stream, negative impacts on material
recovery facility infrastructure and demands for higher rates of recovery overall.®!

So, what policy option best serves the glass sector? The progression of both Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) and Deposit
Return Scheme (DRS) packaging reforms in jurisdictions such as the United Kingdom provides a steer to regulatory options for glass
and the costs for industry of each.

Reloop’s view

The status quo of New Zealand’s comparatively poor glass recovery and imposition of costs on local authorities suggests glass should be
included in any future New Zealand deposit return system. Inclusion would improve collection rates, provide cleaner material for bottle-
to-bottle recycling, reduce costs for local authorities and create the conditions needed for future refill and reuse systems.

The New Zealand context

Who pays for what?

While UK and European beverage producers are responsible for the costs of their packaging recovery through either Deposit Return or
Extended Producer Responsibility schemes, the New Zealand packaging sector makes only a minimal contribution to recovery, funded
by a small voluntary industry levy. The vast majority of the responsibility and costs of glass recovery falls on ratepayers and local
authorities, with the glass industry contributing a tiny proportion via a small number of project grants.
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Over the 13-year period from 2018 to 2025, the industry-funded New Zealand Glass Packaging Forum invested just
$3.5 million into communities and councils as glass recycling-related grants. On average, the forum distributed just
$192,787 in grants each year between 2018 and 2025. P!

By contrast, the cost to New Zealand ratepayers, via councils, of glass kerbside recycling, at $55 million per annum, amounts to over

$700 million across the 13 years. On that basis, the New Zealand glass industry contributes just 0.5% of the cost of recycling its glass.
[4]

Kerbside recycling remains a primary packaging collection pathway across Europe (for material outside of a country’s DRS). However,
UK and EU member state EPR scheme producer fees fund local government costs of collection as well as building new, and upgrading
existing, material recovery facilities for sorting. EPR fees to fund local authorities shift kerbside recovery costs from local government
to producers.

New Zealand local authorities are increasingly concerned with the kerbside recycling programme costs imposed on them by
manufacturers. Glass, unlike aluminium, represents a negative return, making its collection a cost centre instead of a revenue stream.
Glass also damages material recovery facilities, including conveyor belts, and contaminates other materials in the kerbside system,
lowering the sale value of these additional materials. 3]

New Zealand recycling rates

Despite long-standing kerbside collection services and the operation of the government-accredited voluntary glass recycling programme
through the New Zealand Glass Packaging Forum from FY 2008 to FY 2024, New Zealand’s glass recycling significantly underperforms
leading jurisdictions globally. (%)

Glass industry reporting in New Zealand consistently highlights the recovery rate and underplays the low proportion of glass
containers sold that are actually recycled into new glass containers.

In 2024, 70% of New Zealand glass was collected and 30% was lost to litter or directly landfilled. In total, around 46% of New Zealand
glass put on the market was recycled back into new bottles. The remaining collected material was either downcycled into aggregate
and other materials or landfilled. 3!

Germany, for instance, recycles 98% of beverage containers through its best-in-class deposit return system, which sits alongside a
world-leading bottle reuse market. [6!

The 2022/23 New Zealand Glass Packaging Forum report states, of the country’s primary glass container manufacturer: “Visy’s
ability to increase its use of recycled glass recovered in the New Zealand market rests on technical constraints, a clean glass stream
with low contamination rates, and the market demand for its glass overall.” 5]

Instead of proposing that industry step up to improve the quality and rate of glass recovered in New Zealand, help meet Visy’s
objectives and the broader agenda of improved recovery, through support for either a deposit return system or comprehensive EPR
on glass packaging, the New Zealand Glass Packaging Forum has to date instead proposed local authorities be burdened with the
costs of an additional glass-only kerbside bin. 71

A separate kerbside bin for glass

Source separation through a dedicated kerbside glass bin would, in the absence of an EPR scheme that directed scheme fees to
councils for this service, impose additional costs on local authorities and ratepayers.

A separate kerbside bin, exclusively for glass, is legislated in Victoria, Australia, but continues to be strongly resisted by local councils
across the state and may now be struck off the statute books after the next state electionin November 2026. [1010]

The vast majority of Victorian councils have pushed back on the obligation of implementing a glass-only bin, such as that proposed by
the New Zealand Glass Packaging Forum for New Zealand. The councils’ opposition stems from both the additional costs the
programme would incur and the expectation that Victoria’s beverage container deposit return scheme will inevitably collect even more
glass via the inclusion of wine and spirit bottles, alongside glass beer, water and soft drink bottles, in line with all other Australian
states DRS. [

www.reloopplatform.org


http://www.reloopplatform.org/

Reloop Policy briefing - August 2026

Recently, 50 of the 79 local councils across Victoria joined forces to publicly reject adopting and rolling out a glass-only bin for their
ratepayers.[l

In June 2026, Whitehorse Council, east of Melbourne, surveyed 25,000 residents as part of a campaign to prevent the state government
imposing this legislated obligation on councils, stating:

Whitehorse Council survey

Nearly 25,000 Victorians have spoken, and the message is loud and clear: they do not want a costly fourth bin for glass recycling. A recent
statewide survey led by 35 councils found overwhelming opposition to the proposed, purple-lidded glass-only bin, with 83% of respondents
against its introduction. The survey also found that 91% support expanding the Container Deposit Scheme to include glass wine and spirit
bottles.

Most recently, the Victorian opposition Liberal Party announced that, if elected at the upcoming November 2026 state election, it would scrap
the glass-only bin entirely.l0]

From a council perspective, why impose a costly additional bin on local authorities when the producer-led deposit returnsystemiis
now collecting significant quantities of clean glass for reprocessing?

It is difficult in the current economic climate, as council rates soar, to imagine New Zealand local authorities agreeing to fund a glass-
only kerbside collection service. This leaves the New Zealand Glass Packaging Forum with a policy dilemma to contend with, if it is to
improve the quality and quantity of collections - which policy option best suits the sector?t

The competitive pressure from aluminium and plastic packaging on glass

While regulatory reforms proceed globally, there is an intriguing dovetailing of regulations as well as consumer and producer
material preferences impacting the glass sector.

Across the global beverage industry, glass packaging is facing increasing competition from aluminium cans as well as plastics.
Producers are shifting packaging preferences based on cost, logistics, carbon performance, consumer convenience, safer handling
and regulatory obligations, including whether the material is obligated within an EPR or Deposit Return Scheme2 The Canadian beer
market is now split 85% to 15% in favour of aluminium over glass.[®!

Aluminium or plastic beverage containers offer several commercial advantages over glass. Importantly, consumers do not appear
resistant to the shift producers are making to these lighter-weight materials. In the case of aluminium beverage packaging, the
advantages of a switch from glass include:

e  Significantly lighter weight.

e Lowertransport and handling costs.

e Reducedrisk of breakage during distribution and in retail locations.

e  FEasier and more efficient storage throughout the supply chain.

e  Greater suitability for e-commerce and home delivery.

e Apreference for safer materials at festivals and other outside venues.

e Higher value in recycling markets and therefore lower producer fees, including eco-modulated fees, in both EPR and deposit
return schemes.

Which policy option best serves the industry?

The introduction of EPR packaging reforms and deposit return for beverages in the United Kingdom are changing the economics of
packaging for producers and, in turn, shifts in material preferences.

The UK glass industry won what can now only be seen as a short-term victory in successfully lobbying to stay out of the UK Deposit
Return Scheme, but has subsequently been picked up under the UK EPR scheme.
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UK EPR producer fees applied to a glass beer bottle are around 7 pence, equivalent to around 16.5 New Zealand cents, while draft
UK deposit return fees would see costs of around 4 pence, equivalent to around 9 New Zealand cents, applied. In other words, the
deposit return system is significantly cheaper than the UK EPR scheme for glass users. [4]

Commencing in 2025, the UK EPR scheme recently redistributed GBP 1.4 billion, equivalent to NZD 3.22 billion, of scheme funds to local
authorities for their packaging recovery services, including collection and processing. In late 2027, the UK will launch its deposit return
system for beverage containers. [

The EPR scheme therefore started around two and a half years ahead of the UK deposit return system. The EPR producer fees are
already being applied to eligible EPR materials, including glass, causing a significant price differential between aluminium and
glass as no fees are yet being applied to competing beverage packaging materials, such as aluminium and plastics, which are
subject to the Deposit Return scheme.

Under the UK packaging EPR regime, glass is attracting some of the highest producer responsibility fees due to:

e |tsweight, as EPR fees are weight-based, while deposit return fees are generally unit-based, though they may have differentiated
eco-modulated fees.

e  Expensive collection and sorting costs for glass.

e  Recycling infrastructure requirements.

e Local government service costs.

Glass packaging is carrying a disproportionately higher EPR obligation compared with lighter materials and would, similarly, under a
possible New Zealand EPR packaging policy. This price differential, along with producer preferences, is helping accelerate the shift
away from glass in beverage containers in the UK market.

Reusable glass as a strategic opportunity

Beyond improved recycling, the future relevance of glass packaging may increasingly depend upon reuse. Glass possesses unique
characteristics that make it particularly suitable for refill and reuse systems. Aluminium, at present, cannot be refilled.

A recently announced Steinlager reuse programme in New Zealand is illustrative of where part of the future of glass beverage containers
lies. Increased application of refillable and reusable packaging is an inevitability as the sustainability value of these approaches becomes
more evident and subsequently regulated.ts!

Many European countries operate successful refillable glass systems alongside their deposit return schemes. Germany, for example,
combines deposit return collection infrastructure with extensive reusable bottle networks that achieve high return and refill rates.

Deposit return can provide the foundational conditions for reuse, including:

e Consistent and high rates of container recovery.
e  Consumer participation, which is essential for high trip rates of refillable bottles.
e Anationwide reverse logistics system for empty containers.

If glass is excluded from deposit return frameworks in New Zealand, opportunities to scale refillable and reusable glass systems
become significantly more difficult. Including glass within deposit return infrastructure helps establish consumer return behaviour and
creates collection networks that can later support reusable packaging models.

For the glass industry, reuse may represent the most important long-term strategy for maintaining market relevance in an increasingly
competitive packaging landscape.

The case for glass inclusion in a New Zealand deposit return system

A well-designed deposit return system in New Zealand will improve collection rates and access to high-quality recycled glass and
help protect the whole market for glass containers. It will support future reusable packaging systems and provide a stronger
business case for investment in glass manufacturing and recycling infrastructure, which bottle producers such as Visy appear to be
seeking.
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Deposit return-related producer fees are also typically lower than the full EPR costs applied to equivalent packaging. This creates a
strong financial incentive for producers to favour packaging formats that are included within a deposit return system and collected
efficiently through source-separated systems.

For the glass sector, exclusion from a deposit return system can create a triple disadvantage:

e  Glass faces higher EPR charges than competing materials.

e (lass loses access to the higher-quality collection streams generated through deposit return systems as kerbside
streams continue to be important but remain co-mingled.

e The sector lacks access to future reuse schemes, including for smaller producers requiring access to whole-of-sector schemes
and reverse logistics rather than relying on establishing their own.

Including glass within deposit return frameworks will help improve collection rates and access to high-quality cullet, lowering the cost of
recycled feedstock and enhancing the competitiveness of glass packaging.

A deposit return system that includes glass would deliver multiple benefits:

e Increased collection rates.

e  (leaner source-separated material.

e Reduced colour contamination.

e Higher-quality cullet for bottle-to-bottle recycling.

e  Greater confidence for investment in domestic glass recycling infrastructure.

e Mitigation of the financial impacts of increasing EPR costs.

e Reduced costs and responsibilities imposed on local authorities as industry steps up.

e Reduced incentives for producers to switch to alternative materials solely for compliance reasons.
e  Support for the growth of reusable packaging systems.

e  Public popularity.

The glass industry in New Zealand currently leaves the task and costs of collection and recycling to local authorities and has sought to
avoid inclusion in the deposit return system, which looks increasingly inevitable in New Zealand. The sector has historically been
reluctant to drive for higher recycling rates and to take responsibility for its packaging.

This position appears to be blinkering the sector from the inevitable policy and regulatory reform that is coming and from the
opportunities for reuse which glass is uniquely positioned to profit from.

Should glass be afforded an exemption from a deposit return system in New Zealand, it will ultimately be swept up in some future
packaging EPR programme, and numerous stakeholders will be demanding such inclusion.

At some point, regulatory reforms and the requirement for producer responsibility, whether in a deposit return system or an EPR scheme,
will catch up with the New Zealand glass sector. Without supportive policy settings, glass is at risk of losing substantial market share.
The New Zealand glass sector’s avoidance of responsibility may be an apparent short-term win that incurs significant longer-term costs.
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Conclusion

Glass remains one of the world’s most recyclable and reusable packaging materials and enjoys strong consumer
favorability ratingspn, but it is facing growing competitive pressures and regulatory impositions. In New Zealand,
the sector is failing to recognise the inevitability of regulatory reform with demands for both Deposit Return and
EPR on the rise. The glass sector is also failing to recognise the opportunities for glass to play a vital role in a reuse
economy.

Ensuring glass stays in the proposed New Zealand Deposit Return system is therefore critical for the future
success of the glass industry. It will enable high-quality collection, consumer participation, support investment
in recycling infrastructure, improve the economics of glass packaging and create a platform for future reusable
bottle systems.

Policy choice

For New Zealand, the policy choice is not simply whether glass should be regulated, but how. Including glass in
a deposit return system offers the strongest route to higher-quality collection, lower public costs, improved
recycling outcomes and future reuse.
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