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Introduction  

We live on a planet with finite resources. If current rates of consumption continue, the 

global economy will require 180 billion tonnes of natural resources by 2050, or more 

than twice the level of 20171.  

Our relationship with plastic, in particular, and its effect on our environment has come 

to the forefront of the public consciousness recently, following the now infamous Blue 

Planet episode and its many widely shared emotive images of marine life affected by 

plastic pollution. We must all review our behaviours in order to effect change and slow 

down the impact our consumption of resources has on the environment, and the 

Government has a crucial part to play in driving this change.  

As part of its Clean Growth Strategy, published in 

2017, the Government committed to publish a 

new Resources and Waste Strategy, aiming to 

make the UK “a world leader in terms of 

competitiveness, resource productivity and 

resource efficiency”2. Most of the UK’s current 

resource policy and legislation comes from EU 

Directives, such as the Waste Framework Directive 

and the Landfill Directive. After the UK leaves the 

European Union, Defra will become directly 

responsible for waste policy for the first time in 

decades. This is a real opportunity for the UK to 

become a world leader in resource efficiency, and 

there is substantial potential to achieve 

economically attractive resource efficiency by 

designing a system which reduces environmental 

pressure whilst boosting economic growth.  

We are calling now for the UK to look towards 

more innovative resource efficiency and waste 

prevention strategies.  

The easy wins in recycling have been achieved. We have accomplished a great deal at 

the bottom end of the waste hierarchy, reducing the amount of waste going to landfill 

and increasing recycling rates and energy recovery. We now need a paradigm shift, to 

move away from linear resource flows, to a circular system which will require our efforts 

to be focused at the top of the hierarchy. We consider that prioritising resource 

efficiency is essential to reducing our environmental impact and would lead to 

economic growth and create jobs. Resource efficiency means doing more with less. In 

addition to environmental concerns, economic factors are increasingly important in 

driving resource efficiency policies in today’s global markets, such as security of supply 

and raw material prices. 

Resource productivity is “a 

measure of the total amount of 

materials directly used by an 

economy in relation to GDP, 

which provides insights into 

whether decoupling between the 

use of natural resources and 

economic growth is taking place.” 

Eurostat definition. 2016.  

Resource efficiency means 

“allowing the economy to create 

more with less, delivering greater 

value with less input, using 

resources in a sustainable way 

and minimising their impacts on 

the environment”. 

European Commission. Roadmap to a 

Resource Efficient Europe. 2011 

  

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Resource_productivity
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2009_2014/documents/com/com_com(2011)0571_/com_com(2011)0571_en.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2009_2014/documents/com/com_com(2011)0571_/com_com(2011)0571_en.pdf
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Today’s linear flows of material through the economy must become circular. The key 

driver of a circular economy is waste prevention, as it designs out waste. Waste 

prevention has been an objective of the EU Waste Framework Directive since it was first 

agreed in 1975, so it is an established principle in the UK. In a circular economy, the 

value of products, materials and resources is kept in the economy for as long as 

possible. However, policy initiatives related to the circular economy often focus on 

waste management instead of prevention or re-use.  

It is crucial to change this focus to resource efficiency to achieve the Government’s 

aims of being a world leader in resource management. There has, to date, been a lack 

of focus on waste prevention in UK economic and regulatory drivers. Ambitious policies 

for resource efficiency can reduce global resource requirements by approximately 

25 per cent and deliver global economic growth of 3 to 5 per cent above existing 

trends3. This would have obvious benefits for the environment through reduced 

consumption of virgin materials and waste production, as well as considerable benefits 

for climate change mitigation through reduced emissions from production and waste 

disposal.  

We welcome the UK government moving forward on sustainable resource 

management and call on it to create an ambitious framework to drive the change 

to a resource efficient, circular economy.  

This report details five key points that we consider are crucial to the new Resources and 

Waste Strategy, to achieve the Government’s aim of becoming a world leader in 

resource efficiency and move to a circular economy.   

 

UK Policy Context  

The Clean Growth Strategy, published in 2017, outlined the Government’s ambition to 

move to a cleaner economic growth model, which “increases the earning power of 

people in every part of the country, whilst improving the environment on which our 

economic success depends”4. In it, the Government pledged to launch a Resources and 

Waste Strategy, which seeks to: 

- maximise resource productivity through more efficient manufacturing 

processes. 

- maximise the value we get from resources throughout their lifetimes, by 

designing products more smartly to increase longevity and enable recyclability;  

- manage materials at the end of life by targeting environmental impacts. 5 
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The stated objective in the Clean Growth Strategy is to work towards the ambition of 

‘zero avoidable waste’ by 2050. We note that the government has revised its ambition 

from moving towards a ‘zero waste’ economy, which we believed to be unrealistic, but 

we would argue that the target date should be sooner than 2050 to be truly ambitious. 

In the Government’s flagship document, the Industrial Strategy, published in November 

2017, the Government committed to “continually strengthening our policies in line with 

our national ambitions of zero avoidable waste and a doubling of resource productivity 

by 2050, including through our 25 Year Environment Plan and a new strategy for 

resources and waste”6. The Strategy pledged to move towards a circular economy, and 

commented that “a linear ‘take, make and dispose’ economy risks eroding the natural 

capital central to its long-term growth through resource depletion and environmental 

European Environment Agency - More from Less - Material resource 

efficiency in Europe, 2016 
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pollution”7. Its aim is to “raise the resource productivity of businesses, including 

through the promotion of recycling and strong secondary materials markets where 

products are designed with efficiency and recyclability in mind”8. 

The 25 Year Environment Plan, launched in January 2018, pledged to “use resources 

more wisely and radically reduce the waste we generate”9. With a focus on plastics – 

particularly drinking straws and cotton buds – it pledged to “make sure that resources 

are used more efficiently and kept in use for longer to minimise waste and reduce its 

environmental impacts by promoting reuse, remanufacturing and recycling”10, a 

welcome reference to waste prevention. It also set a target of eliminating all avoidable 

waste by 2050 and all avoidable plastic waste by end of 2042 – targets we believe 

should be brought forward.  

Five Key Priorities 

We consider that the following five priorities should form the basis of the new 

Resources and Waste Strategy: 

 

1. Systems-based approach 

We advocate that the new Resources and Waste Strategy must implement a systems-

based approach, which looks at material flows over the whole lifecycle of a product to 

ultimately use less material resources to achieve the same or better functionality. A 

systems-based approach would connect the flow of resources from extraction of raw 

materials through to end of use and then to reuse, recycling or final disposal. Their 

impact on the environment and economy should be measured at each stage, using a 

suitable metric (of which Lifecycle Cycle Analysis is the most comprehensive and 

robust).  

A systems approach should be linked to the waste hierarchy and would require more 

measures to be implemented upstream, thus reducing the burden of waste 

management through resource efficiency measures and creating the conditions for 

more innovative and disruptive technologies and economic models. For example, 

producers could be required to incentivise segregation and return of products, or to 

design products which are easier to repair, re-use, remanufacture or recycle. These 

processes should then be facilitated at the appropriate time, whether that is through a 

take back scheme, reverse logistics or localised distributed networks that bulk up 

segregated products for onward treatment. This could be mandated through an 

Extended Producer Responsibility scheme, which is discussed in more detail in Section 

3 of this paper.  

A focus on resources rather than wastes is essential.  
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The key to a competitive, successful and efficient resource strategy is to shift focus 

away from looking at wastes that need to be disposed of and instead focus on 

resources that can be used, repaired or reprocessed. Waste streams should be 

managed as far up the hierarchy as possible, with the specific aims of reducing mixing, 

damage and contamination (thus maintaining value and reducing treatment burden). 

Focusing on waste as a resource is vital, as it automatically combines environmental 

benefits such as not sending waste to landfill, with economic benefits, such as avoiding 

the purchase of virgin materials11. Treating waste as a resource gets the most value out 

of its materials and is the most effective way to implement and follow the waste 

hierarchy. This in turn should be linked to ambitions under the Clean Growth Strategy, 

the Industrial Strategy and a natural capital approach.  

It is vital to consider the interactions at different stages of the lifecycle rather than on a 

single aspect of a resource, as resource use affects all stages of sustainable production 

and consumption. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) ran a Sustainable Materials Management (SMM) Programme from 2004-2014, 

with the aim of reducing the negative environmental impacts of materials use and 

preserving natural capital. It demonstrated that SMM requires a systems approach 

entailing policy integrations as environmental policies cannot be developed in isolation 

from other policy fields12.  

The 25 Year Environment Plan pledged to look at options for residual waste (this is 

waste that remains after waste treatment processes and cannot be re-used, recycled or 

reprocessed). Implementing a systems-based approach would identify efficiencies in 

the supply chain and post-consumer phases, and start to eliminate residual waste, the 

best indicator of resource inefficiency in industry. A well-designed resource 

management system would eventually not generate residual waste, as options for re-

use, repair and recycling would have been identified from the outset. We suggest that 

one way to achieve this would be to introduce a new tax regime which is graduated 

according to where waste sits on the hierarchy.  

 

2. Effective governance 

Policies on the circular economy in the UK have to-date been driven by Europe. Post-

Brexit, Defra will be directly in control of waste and resources policy for the first time in 

decades, and it will now be up to the UK to be innovative and pioneering in its resource 

management agenda. This is a real opportunity for the Government to be innovative, 

ambitious and world-leading in resource management, and we call on the Government 

to take action and design a strong framework to build a resilient and efficient circular 

economy for the UK.  
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Resources and waste policy is a cross-cutting issue so engagement between 

departments when setting objectives for the circular economy is essential. 

Effective governance requires an integrated, cross-governmental approach, starting 

with key Government departments, particularly BEIS and Defra. Defra have committed 

to resource efficiency in the 25 Year Environment Plan, and BEIS is committed to it 

through the Industrial Strategy and the Clean Growth Strategy, but it is critical that all 

departments are engaged in the new Resources and Waste Strategy for it to be 

effective. HM Treasury must be actively engaged, and the Ministry of Housing, 

Communities and Local Government has a role in respect of housing and infrastructure. 

A more efficient and sustainable resource management system would boost the UK 

economy through regulatory certainty which encourages investment and growth, and it 

is vital that the other departments support its development and implementation and 

embed resource efficiency into policy.  

The Government needs to identify objectives and create an innovative strategy for 

resource efficiency, and then implement it with effective governance through strong 

leadership from Defra and an integrated approach across departments. 

 

3. Increased Extended Producer Responsibility 

The 25 Year Environment Plan pledged to reform the Producer Responsibility system to 

“incentivise producers to take greater responsibility for the environmental impacts of 

their products, including exploring extending producer responsibility requirements to 

plastic products not currently covered by our existing regimes to create a better market 

for recycled plastic”13. We recommend that the forthcoming Resources and Waste 

Strategy includes measures for increased Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) to 

more products than just plastics, and to make producers responsible for the whole 

lifecycle of their products. EPR is an important step in the move towards a circular 

economy and is a key feature of the EU’s Circular Economy Action Plan, adopted in 

2018. 

With its foundations in the polluter pays principle, Extended Producer Responsibility 

(EPR) means that a producer is responsible for the entire life-cycle of its product, 

including its repair, re-use, recycling, and disposal. As it means that producers are 

bearing the cost throughout the products lifecycle, the financial incentive ensures that 

they will find ways to reduce the costs associated with end-of-life products, 

encouraging more sustainable design, designing out waste or designing in reusability. 

The current system does not encourage or reward recyclability in product design. 

EPR’s value is that it encourages waste prevention through sustainable design and 

makes producers responsible for the clean-up and not just contributors to the problem. 

Previously, policies have tended to reward recycling, and whilst recycling has its 

benefits, it is not the most desirable option in terms of resource efficiency. Recycling 
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sits further down the waste hierarchy than re-use – the ultimate goal of waste 

prevention. Increased EPR will incentivise more sustainable design, which would 

eventually lead to designing out waste – which is true waste prevention.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We therefore call for the Resources and Waste Strategy to focus on encouraging 

upstream measures of resource efficiency through EPR.  

EPR can be used effectively to improve resource efficiency by encouraging and 

incentivising producers to invest in ways to re-use or recycle their products more easily, 

or design products which last longer. Currently, packaging, waste electrical and 

electronic equipment (WEEE), batteries and end of life vehicles (ELVs) are all subject to 

EPR through EU directives. These will be translated to UK law post-Brexit, but we urge 

the Government to include increased EPR initiatives in the new Resources and Waste 

Strategy and to extend it to other resource streams. As well as encouraging sustainable 

design, EPR can decrease the unfair cost burden to Local Authorities through reduction 

in residual waste production. In 2017, Local Authorities in England spent £700million on 

waste collection and sorting. 

Suitable products for either new mandatory or voluntary EPR schemes would be tyres, 

mattresses, cooking oils and fats, bicycles, clothes and textiles. Incentivising producers 

to design out waste is crucial to waste prevention. Products made using microfibres 

would also be suitable for EPR. Such products are causing environmental harm during 

their use and are difficult to dispose of. EPR on products made from microfibres would 

Defra Waste Hierarchy Guidance 2011 

 

Using less material in design and manufacture. Keeping 

products for longer; re use. Using less hazardous materials 

Checking, cleaning, repairing, refurbishing, whole items or 

spare parts 

Turning waste into a new substance or product. Includes 

composting if it meets quality protocol 

Includes anaerobic digestion, incineration with energy recovery, 

gasification and pyrolysis which produce energy (fuels, heat 

and power) and materials from waste; some backfilling  

Landfill and incineration without energy recovery  

Prevention 

Preparing for re-use 

Recycling 

Other recovery 

Disposal 

Stages Include 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/69403/pb13530-waste-hierarchy-guidance.pdf
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incentivise manufacturers to design ways to reduce their environmental impact and to 

improve their recyclability. Encouraging design for life and repairability would also 

provide more jobs in servicing and repair and could potentially offset some of those 

lost in reduced production levels.  

A national Deposit Return Scheme (DRS) for single use plastic bottles, which has been 

floated by Defra pending a consultation, would be a sensible and achievable place for 

the Government to start with increased EPR.   

A move towards a more service-based economy and increased leasing of products 

instead of purchase would also incentivise manufacturers to focus on products’ end of 

life viability, for example, vehicle leasing. If manufacturers retained ownership of 

products at end of the lease term, it would lead to a closing of the loop in materials use 

by recovering their equipment, and capturing residual value through design for reuse, 

remanufacturing and recycling14.  

 

 

4. Reform the Packaging Recovery Note system  

The Packaging Recovery Note (PRN) system is a mandatory EPR framework for 

packaging. It is the mechanism used in the UK to implement the requirements of the 

European Directive on Packaging and Packaging Waste. Packaging producers are 

required to contribute to paying for the recovery and recycling of packaging materials, 

by providing a financial incentive to the packaging recycling industry to collect and 

reprocess (or export for reprocessing elsewhere) sufficient material to meet the annual 

targets set by the Government.  

Extended Producer Responsibility in France  

France is a world leader in Extended Producer Responsibility and has 14 mandatory EPR 

schemes in place. Some of these are as a result of EU Directives such as WEEE, batteries 

and ELV, but most are solely domestic schemes such as tyres, graphic papers, textiles, 

and most recently furniture, infectious healthcare, and dispersed hazardous waste. This 

has allowed France to integrate environmental aspects into product design across a wide 

range of products.  

France also adopted an Act on Consumption into law in 2014, legislating for improved 

resource efficiency. The Act aims to address product durability, prevent planned 

obsolescence and promote the extension of product lifespan through sanctions in the 

case of deliberate deception on quality and introduction of a class action procedure.  

European Environment Agency - More from Less - Material resource efficiency in Europe, 2016 
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Producers are not required to recycle their own packaging, but to ensure that an 

equivalent amount of packaging waste of the relevant materials has been recovered 

and recycled to meet their obligations. Producers usually meet these obligations by 

signing up to an approved compliance scheme and purchasing PRN (or PERN for 

material that is exported) from accredited reprocessors or exporters for recycling 

overseas. Reprocessors and exporters must be accredited by the relevant enforcement 

agency (Environment Agency, Scottish Environment Protection Agency, Northern 

Ireland Environment Agency or Natural Resources Wales).  

The system does not finance the cost of recycling or recovery but provides a subsidy 

above market prices to incentivise reprocessors to process sufficient material15. The 

funds raised are used by the recycling industry to incentivise increases in capability. 

There are several approved compliance schemes in operation in the UK, and 

competition amongst them is one of the main reasons why the UK system costs are 

lower than the rest of Europe.  

There is little transparency in the way revenue from the PRN system is spent. The House 

of Commons Environmental Audit Committee asked the National Audit Office to launch 

a review of the Government’s oversight of the PRN scheme as it was concerned that the 

system is opaque and could be subject to fraud and non-compliance.16 In 2017, 

reprocessors and exporters collected £73million from obligated companies in exchange 

for PRNs, however local authorities spent approximately £700 million collecting and 

sorting packaging  in the same year, not accurately reflecting the cost of dealing with 

these materials17. Producers only contribute around ten per cent of the cost burden for 

these collections. In a properly functioning economy, the onus should not be on local 

authorities to shoulder the financial burden of managing waste produced by industry. 

The NAO concluded that the increase in overall packaging recycling rates was due to a 

growth in exports – between 2002 and 2017, there was a six-fold increase in material 

exports for recycling abroad, whilst domestic rates have remained stagnant18.  

Markets for exporting recyclates are shrinking. Historically, China has imported huge 

amounts of plastic waste – 7.3million tonnes in 2016 alone. The UK has exported more 

than 2.7million tonnes of plastic waste to China and Hong Kong since 2012, two-thirds 

of the UK’s total plastic waste exports19. However, in 2017 China announced that it 

would stop importing several types of solid waste, including plastic bottles, containers 

and mixed paper. The UK will have to find other markets for exporting waste, or 

preferably re-process more waste domestically.  

The PRN system has certainly played an integral role in increasing the UK’s 

packaging recycling rates, but it needs to be reformed to drive this further.  

The current system incentives exporting waste through PERN, where there is little 

traceability over what happens to the exported waste. In 2017, exports accounted for 

50% by weight of packaging material recycled20. To be a world leader in resource 

efficiency, the UK must encourage more domestic re-processing rather than exporting 
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of unprocessed waste. Instead of over-relying on exporting waste, the system should 

incentivise producers to use easily recyclable packaging, and to innovate packaging 

design to include more recyclability.  

 

 

 

 

National Audit Office. The packaging recycling obligations. 

2018 

How the packaging obligation system relates to the flow of 

packaging waste in the UK 

https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/The-packaging-recycling-obligations.pdf
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We believe that reform to the PRN system should be a key feature of the new 

Resources and Waste Strategy. We suggest that the system be reformed to obligate 

more producers to comply, and to modify the PERN system to disincentivise exporting 

waste. The UK system should also raise prices, incentivise design for recyclability and 

reward the inclusion of recycled content.  

Funds raised from increased PRN fees should be used to provide wider investment in 

waste material collection and recycling. The UK needs to increase the costs in order to 

improve the system. Higher contributions would increase the cost of packaging, and 

therefore encourage a reduction in its use. Currently, the cost to business is low, so 

there is little incentive for change. However, we must bear in mind that not all 

packaging is bad, for example packaging on fresh food produce elongates shelf lives 

and avoids food waste, but packaging must be appropriate and proportionate. 

 

5. Innovative data and measurement systems 

Targets are important, measurable incentives that drive resource efficiency and guide 

policy development. The current target for recycling in England is set at 50% by 2020 – 

household recycling rates in 2016 were 45.2%21 so this is looking increasingly 

unachievable. This target was set by the EU and there is as yet nothing in place to 

follow it, creating a policy gap post-Brexit.  

The UK has only made rapid progress on recycling following the introduction of targets, 

for example raising recycling from 10.3% in 1999-200022 to 27% by 2005-623. Recent 

polling shows that recycling is “personally important to 94% of people in the UK”24. It 

should always be encouraged where it is the best option for resource management.  

Ambitious recycling targets should be put in place in the new Resources and 

Waste Strategy, to encourage individual recycling at householder level and 

because failing to set further targets for recycling would also undermine 

investment in recycling infrastructure to date.  

We call for the Government to stop measuring and setting targets on recycling by 

weight of recovered materials. Although a crucial first step in reducing the amount of 

waste sent to landfills, targets based on weight miss the most resource intensive 

products and raw materials, and instead focus collections on heavier materials such as 

garden waste. Weight is a simple and easy metric to use, but there is now an 

opportunity to move away from weight-targets and introduce smarter processes. For 

example, a carbon-based system of targets and metrics would incentivise the recycling 

and re-use of those items which are the most carbon intensive to produce, process and 

dispose of, and are often not the materials which weigh the most. This has been 

developed in Scotland, where Zero Waste Scotland developed the Scottish Carbon 
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Metric in 2013 to assess recycling performance and reduce the environmental impact of 

waste, through measuring the whole-life carbon impacts of Scotland’s waste25. 

Data has a huge role to play in resource efficiency, and new opportunities and smart 

technologies should be embraced and invested in. The UK needs a stronger push on 

so-called big data which can be used to manage supply chains sustainably. Cloud-

based solutions such as Blockchain can be used to digitise the supply chain and track 

material flows through extraction, production and processing. It could be used to 

satisfy regulatory requirements on product composition, as businesses are able to track 

items through the supply chain, or transactions between businesses under EPR 

obligations for example.  

Conclusion  

Through the high profile of plastics pollution in the media recent months, the way we 

use resources and their impact on the environment has come to the fore and there is a 

strong call on the Government to act to reduce the impact of consumption and 

disposal on natural habitats, wildlife and the viability of our planet.  

The forthcoming Resources and Waste Strategy is a significant opportunity for the 

Government to design a resource management system which effects change and 

reduces our environmental impact, whilst also boosting the economy through 

sustainable growth. We believe that the new Strategy should be framed around the five 

key issues detailed in this paper, which will have the most impact on creating a truly 

world-leading resource efficiency strategy: Implementing a systems-based approach; 

effective governance; increased extended producer responsibility; reforming the 

Packaging Recovery Note System; and use of innovative data and measurement 

systems. Such an approach requires a coordinated, systematic government programme 

that employs the information contained in national resource flows and applies 

economic instruments to support policy initiatives. Strong leadership from Defra to 

implement across sectors is also essential.  

Blockchain 

Blockchain is an electronic ledger. It is a trackable, immutable record in a distributed 

ledger which can be shared openly across businesses. It creates an unchangeable 

record of transaction and provides a system of trust between companies in a supply 

chain. It is currently used by Maersk and IBM to track shipping containers digitally 

through the supply chain instead of relying on a paper trail, creating a more efficient 

way of managing resources and track material flows.  

https://hbr.org/2017/01/the-truth-about-blockchain 

https://www.ibm.com/blogs/blockchain/2018/01/digitizing-global-trade-maersk-ibm/  

 

https://hbr.org/2017/01/the-truth-about-blockchain
https://www.ibm.com/blogs/blockchain/2018/01/digitizing-global-trade-maersk-ibm/
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