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We invite you to join our initiative
‘Drink Without Waste’

This positioning paper sets out proposals for strategies and commitments to actions 
from the Single-Use Beverage Packaging Working Group (the “Working Group”) for 
reducing waste generated from the consumption of non-alcoholic beverages and 

water sold in sealed single-use packaging.



The Single-Use Beverage Packaging Working Group

Drink Without Waste
In 2017, packaging from over 80% of the beverages we consumed in Hong Kong, or over 1.7 

billion containers, ended up as waste in our landfills or as litter on land and in the sea.

By working together, we can change this.

We can reduce the waste from our beverage consumption.

We can recover 70 to 90% of our used beverage packaging.

We can create a circular economy where used packaging has a market value  
that incentivizes recovery, recycling and re-use.

Our Pledge
We will take measures to support, promote and realise four key strategies and actions:

Reduce single-use packaging:
Install beverage dispensers, bring your own bottle.

Redesign single-use packaging:
Regulate packaging standards.

Recover single-use packaging:
Implement a cash-on-return scheme.

Recycle single-use packaging:
Build state-of-the-art recycling facilities.

Join Our Initiative
We invite all producers, importers, retailers, waste management services,
the HKSAR government, consumers and NGOs to support this pledge.

To join the ‘Drink Without Waste’ initiative visit
www.drinkwithoutwaste.org



Globally, plastic production has grown faster than any other material.1 Millions of tons of plastic 
waste end up in our oceans2, littering our beaches, suffocating marine life and contaminating our 
seafood.

A ubiquitous part of our daily life, single-use packaging of beverages is a significant contributor to 
the marine litter that has become a global, regional and local crisis.3

Today, over 80% of the packaging 
used for beverages ends up as waste 
in Hong Kong’s landfills.

In September 2017, local NGOs together with Hong Kong’s leading beverage producers and 
bottlers, representing nearly half of bottled water and soft drinks sold in Hong Kong, joined major 
retailers and the waste industry to announce the formation of the Working Group.4

Our goal is to work together to develop and facilitate strategies and actions to significantly reduce 
waste from beverage consumption being disposed of in our landfills and polluting our environment.

Why Drink Without Waste?

1. UN Environment 2018.
2. http://web.unep.org/environmentassembly/estimated-8-million-tons-plastic-waste-enter-world%E2%80%99s-oceans-each-year-0
3. Environmental Protection Department. Investigation on the Sources and Fates of Marine Refuse in Hong Kong, Study Report. April 2015. https://www.epd.gov.hk/
epd/clean_shorelines/sites/default/files/common2015/MarineRefuseStudyReport_ENG_Final.pdf

4. Terms of Reference of the Working Group, December 2018. https://drinkwithoutwaste.org/terms-of-reference/
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In December 2017, the Working Group commissioned Deloitte Advisory (Hong Kong) Limited together 
with Cistri Limited, to carry out a comprehensive study to identify and evaluate how to effectively 
manage beverage packaging waste from single-use sealed containers, in Hong Kong. The findings 
have informed the development of this positioning paper and were published on 6 December 2018.5

Key stakeholders and the HKSAR government have been consulted throughout the process. The 
strategies and actions we propose are meant to be pragmatic and engage all stakeholders.

Working together as producers, importers, distributors, retailers, waste management services, HKSAR 
government and consumers, we can reduce the waste from our beverage consumption. We can create 
a circular economy for used packaging, if we all commit to the following strategies and actions:

Strategies and Actions

5. Drink Without Waste, Research by Deloitte/Cistri, December 2018. http://bit.ly/DeloitteCistriReport_December2018 

REDUCE  
single-use packaging

Install beverage dispensers, 
bring your own bottle.

REDESIGN 
single-use packaging

Regulate packaging standards.

RECOVER 
single-use packaging

Implement a cash on return scheme.

RECYCLE 
single-use packaging

Build state-of-the-art recycling facilities.

http://bit.ly/DeloitteCistriReport_December2018


The Facts

Over 2.1 billion units of non-alcoholic beverages sold in sealed single-use packaging were consumed 
in Hong Kong in 2017.

This equates to around 5.8 million units per day, comprising water (36%), ready to drink teas (25%), 
carbonated beverages (16%) and juices (15%). The remainder are sports and energy drinks, ready to 
drink coffee and concentrates.

Data from various market research and beverages companies show that over the past five years, the 
market has grown by between 1.5% and 3% per year.6 

Over 80% of the packaging used for beverages 
ends up as waste in Hong Kong’s landfills. In 
2017 this amounted to over 1.7 billion units. On 
the current course, by 2030 the numbers will 
swell to over 2 billion units per year.

Approximately 60% of 
beverages sold in Hong Kong 
are packaged locally, and 40% 
are imported.7 The packaging 
materials include plastic 
bottles (65%), liquid cartons 
(17%), metal (16%) and glass 
(2%), as well as pouches and 
other materials.8
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6. Euromonitor. Packaging in Hong Kong, China (2018).
7. Deloitte. Drink Without Waste research report (2018).
8. Euromonitor. Packaging in Hong Kong, China (2018).
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Current recycling systems in Hong Kong can handle neither the quantity nor the type of packaging 
materials used. Before China’s waste import ban came into effect, the few materials recovered were 
baled and exported.

None of the liquid cartons and less than 10% of the plastic and one-way glass bottles are recovered. 
Only some glass bottles for non-alcoholic beverages are returnable under a deposit scheme. The 
recovery rate for metal cans though is believed to be around 85%.9

 

9. The collection rate for each type of packaging was estimated based on the disposal and recovery weights of PET, Tetra Pak, aluminum and glass presented in EPD’s 
“Monitoring of Solid Waste in Hong Kong for 2016”. It was assumed that the recycling rate for each of these materials also applies to single-use beverage packaging. 
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Position of the 
Working Group
A CIRCULAR SYSTEM
It is the Working Group’s position that Hong Kong can and should adopt comprehensive strategies 
and actions to reduce single-use beverage packaging from going to waste.

We believe that it is a shared responsibility. By taking action together, we can reduce waste while at 
the same time limiting the impact on consumer choice, cost and convenience.

Our aim is to help Hong Kong move beverage packaging away from a linear production and waste 
disposal system to a circular system where used beverage packaging has a market value that 
incentivizes recovery, recycling and reuse.

REDUCE SINGLE USE PACKAGING
Reduction of packaging by implementing alternative means of beverage distribution is the essential 
first step to be embraced by government, businesses and consumers. It is the strongest lever 
for environmental gains. It reduces greenhouse gas emissions, raw materials extraction, energy 
consumption, and water pollution associated with the manufacturing, distribution and post-
consumption treatment. Reduction of packaging will require the installation of refill dispensers for 
water and other beverages.

INCREASE RECOVERY AND RECYCLING RATES
Next, we should increase recovery and recycling rates of beverage packaging to 70-90%. To achieve 
this, a cash value needs to be offered to consumers and collectors who return empty packaging, 
supported by a convenient redemption network. 

Local recycling facilities are needed to process the packaging recovered. Packaging materials for 
which there are no existing or planned recycling capability should be phased out.

Levies should be collected from the producers and importers to fund the cash-on-return scheme, and 
where necessary subsidize the logistics and local recycling of the used packaging of their beverages. 
These levies may be reflected in the retail prices.

All funding and expenses should be transparent and packaging should be tracked to ensure proper 
handling. A transparent institution involving different stakeholders is required to govern and manage 
single-use beverage packaging in Hong Kong.

TAKE ACTION TOGETHER
To succeed will require suitable legislation to govern single-use packaging in addition to voluntary 
measures by the industry and consumers. Success will also require government support and 
incentives for recovery and recycling, land for infrastructure and public awareness campaigns of the 
societal costs and benefits.

Taking action together will spur innovation and competition; facilitate the development of the waste 
processing and recycling sector; create jobs; improve Hong Kong’s environment and quality of life; 
and reduce social cost and burdens on society.



Reduce Single-use Packaging 
Install Beverage Dispensers, Bring Your Own Bottle

Producers participating in the Working Group will lead development of distribution methods which 
reduce single-use packaging such as networks of dispensers discharging beverages conveniently and 
hygienically into reusable containers.

New service models which avoid waste creation involve reusable bottles and cups brought or 
rented by consumers. This will require standards for cleansing and verification of hygiene which give 
confidence to consumers, and are practical for the industry.

Water can readily be made available through dispensers throughout Hong Kong. This will have a 
significant impact on waste reduction: In 2017, close to 50% of beverages sold in plastic bottles was 
water.

The participants of the Working Group are committed to reducing single-use packaging for water 
consumption. Participants will actively seek opportunities to install water dispensers or take other 
measures in their operations including offices, hotels, shopping malls, airport and public transport 
facilities such as MTR stations.

We support government’s campaign to install water dispensers, and welcome recent public 
awareness campaigns such as “Water for Free” and “Bring Your Own Bottle”.

It is proposed that an interdepartmental government taskforce leads the installation of water 
dispensers appropriately designed for bottle refilling throughout public spaces including schools, 
public buildings, wet markets, sports facilities, parks, children’s play areas, beaches, hospitals, public 
transport facilities and areas frequented by pedestrians. Building regulations, government policies, 
practice notes, standards and guidelines may need to be updated for water refill stations in public 
and private venues throughout the city.

OUR GOAL: 
To create an environment in Hong Kong, 
where consumers routinely refill their own 
bottles and cups from dispensers for water, 
soft drinks and other beverages throughout 
the city.

ACTION: 
Government and industry to significantly 
expand the network of packaging-free 
beverage dispensers at convenient locations 
throughout Hong Kong. Consumers to bring 
their own bottles and cups.



Redesign Single-use Packaging
Regulate Packaging Standards

Single-use packaging cannot be avoided completely. However, we can and should select packaging 
materials that are recyclable and limit the risk of contaminating recycling streams. Packaging which 
may contaminate, and materials that can neither be fully recycled locally nor economically recovered, 
baled and exported for recycling, should be phased out.

Participants of the Working Group support limiting plastic bottles to 100% PET and eliminating the 
use of PVC labels, multi-layered PET, compostable and biodegradable plastics.

We also support the re-design of liquid cartons to improve its environmental performance, such as 
increasing the content of renewable and responsibly sourced materials and moving away from plastic 
straw, bag and glue.

All stakeholders need to continuously learn from best practices and on-going research into the 
makeup, design and labeling of packaging around the world. The challenge is to find packaging 
which is both recyclable and limits risks to the environment.

Key for now is to improve the quality and homogenize plastic bottles and liquid cartons as this will 
boost the recycling value. We should also reduce the weight of packaging; increase the amount of 
recycled materials used; make sure packaging is easy to recover; and standardize markings.

While producers and importers can and will implement voluntary measures to meet the above 
“eco” packaging standards, we need legislation. This will ensure predictability, create a level playing 
field for both locally produced and imported drinks and avoid migration to packaging which is not 
recyclable.

OUR GOAL: 
To phase out packaging materials for which 
there is no existing or planned recycling 
capability, and to increase the use of recycled 
materials in beverage packaging.

ACTION: 
Producers and importers to review packaging 
standards voluntarily with a view to adopting 
materials that can be recovered or recycled, 
and to increase where possible the recycled 
materials used in packaging. Government 
to introduce regulating standards to ensure 
packaging materials used are recyclable, 
without delay.



Recover Single-use packaging
Implement a Cash-on-Return Scheme

The recovery rate of over 80% for used metal cans in Hong Kong demonstrates the effectiveness of 
a monetary value.10  Other countries have demonstrated the effectiveness of cash-on-return schemes 
for used beverage packaging. In Germany, beverage packaging is now reaching recycling rates of 
94% for PET bottles.11 In California, recycling rates of 90% for aluminum and over 70% for PET and 
glass are achieved.12

The participants of the Working Group therefore support government plans for a cash-on-return 
scheme for plastic bottles. To avoid migration, other beverage packaging including liquid cartons 
should be regulated equally soon thereafter.

The Working Group proposes that a levy should be collected from the producers and importers to 
cover the cash-on-return reward, and to help subsidize the cost of the logistics and local recycling 
for the packaging used. Any subsidies paid should prioritize the development of the local recycling 
capacity.

The levies collected and the expenses paid out should be transparent so the public can be properly 
informed. Used packaging returned by consumers and collectors should be tracked to ensure proper 
handling and reporting. 

OUR GOAL: 
To achieve initial recovery rates of at least 
70% for single-use beverage packaging in 
Hong Kong, and to strive for 90% recovery 
rates thereafter.

ACTION: 
Government and relevant industries to 
develop and implement cash-on-return 
schemes for returning used packaging, 
and to establish efficient collection systems.

10. Aluminium cans were assumed as the predominant type amongst all metal cans. However, it is worth noting that Ready To Drink (RTD) coffee was about 20% of all soft 
drinks consumed in metal cans based on Euromonitor’s market research data. RTD coffee is generally filled in steel cans when it comes to metal packaging.  

11. Eurostat. Municipal waste by waste operations (2018). http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Waste_statistics#Total_waste_generation
12. CalRecycle. Biannual Report of Beverage Container Sales, Returns, Redemption, and Recycling Rates (2018). https://www.calrecycle.ca.gov/docs/cr/

BevContainer/Rates/BiannualRpt/julydecrpt.pdf 

Recovery - as defined by the Environmental Protection Department in Hong Kong:
The action of sorting materials from recyclable waste collected by waste collectors and 
sending the sorted recyclable waste for recycling, either processing locally or exporting.

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Waste_statistics#Total_waste_generation
https://www.calrecycle.ca.gov/docs/cr/BevContainer/Rates/BiannualRpt/julydecrpt.pdf
https://www.calrecycle.ca.gov/docs/cr/BevContainer/Rates/BiannualRpt/julydecrpt.pdf


The recovery system should be able to handle and recycle about 130 tons of beverage packaging 
every day, and reward the persons who return the packaging. Successful implementation will help the 
community to save between 70 and 90% of beverage packaging going to waste at landfills annually. 

Convenient redemption centers can leverage on government’s green stations, community recycling 
centers, private recycling shops and trucks, and the upgrading of refuse collection points. New 
locations for collection and redemption of clean recyclable materials such as retail facilities, schools 
and mobile ‘collection on wheels’ units should be promoted.

To minimize community costs and to achieve economies of scale the participants of the Working 
Group call for an integrated approach to the collection of all recyclables and refuse. For expediency, 
we promote involvement of Hong Kong’s existing networks of grass roots collectors and small 
businesses.

Redemption services should be available near retail points in sensitive areas such as country parks 
and beaches. This will reduce litter from single-use beverage packaging into precious environments.

Recycling guidelines should be provided to the public to increase the cleanliness and quality of the 
packaging collected.Participants of the Working Group will support public awareness campaigns 
through their product packaging, retail promotions, and other media channels and activities.



Recycle Single-use Packaging
Build State-of-the-Art Recycling Facilities

OUR GOAL: 
To develop recycling systems that process 
used packaging so that the materials 
recovered can be recycled locally and 
internationally. 

ACTION: 
Government and industry to process 
beverage packaging into usable feedstock 
such as metal, glass, PET, other plastic 
polymers and paper.

While there is progress, Hong Kong lacks the infrastructure and systems to process used packaging 
materials. To date, Hong Kong has relied on the export of recyclable materials to other economies, 
including Mainland China. 

By adopting the “eco” packaging standards and by implementing the cash on return schemes 
discussed above, the quality and the volume of used packaging recovered can be improved. 
Together with a review of government’s criteria for permanent and short-term land grants, and 
support from the Recycling Fund and levies collected, it can become financially viable to build and 
operate state-of-the-art recycling facilities of sufficient scale in Hong Kong.

The loop can be closed. Beverage packaging including PET, liquid cartons, glass and metal can 
be recycled successfully into valuable raw materials. PET can be re-used for beverage packaging. 
Metal cans will likely continue to be exported for smelting down and re-use including for beverage 
packaging. Pulp recovered from liquid cartons can be re-used. Hong Kong’s glass can be colour 
sorted and exported to glass furnaces for the production of glass bottles and other useful products.



Realising 
Drink Without Waste
Effective implementation of these proposed strategies and actions while limiting the impact 
on consumer choice, cost and convenience requires close collaboration between the HKSAR 
Government, industries, NGOs, as well as support from the community. 

Participants of the Working Group are ready to work with government and its consultants, and will 
take voluntary measures to realize the goals set out above.

At the same time, we urge government to provide support, develop legislation, and to set up 
an over-arching institution such as a Waste Authority or a trading fund, combining the waste 
and recycling operations of the Food and Environmental Hygiene Department (FEHD) and the 
Environmental Protection Department (EPD). 

We recommend the following principles for the institutional arrangements for governing the producer 
responsibility schemes and the proposed strategies and actions for managing single-use beverage 
packaging in Hong Kong:

1.	 A practical business-led approach;

2.	 Involvement of all stakeholders;

3.	 Cost effective operations;

4.	 Government support and incentives; 

5.	 Guidance through regulations; 

6.	 Levies collected should reflect the recycling costs for each packaging type;

7.	 Expedient implementation by tapping into existing networks; and 

8.	 Transparency and annual reporting of all relevant information.

Information to be continuously available to stakeholders and the community should include the 
recovery and recycling rates achieved; revenues and expenses involved in the schemes; information 
aggregated from producers and retailers; location of redemption centers and collection facilities; 
volumes of used packaging of different types collected by Government and waste collectors; input 
and output volumes (by grade) of materials processed; the local use and export volumes of materials 
after processing; and reports on the volume and type of packaging materials received at landfills.



What does success look like?

Based on the proposals above and the study by Deloitte Advisory (Hong Kong) Limited and Cistri 
Limited we believe that Hong Kong can achieve 70% to 90% recovery rates by 2030. (Table 1 and 2)

With close collaboration and sharing of responsibilities between the HKSAR Government, NGOs, 
industry, and with support from the community, we however believe that we should be able to 
achieve these results earlier, by 2025 instead of 2030.

PET Glass Metal Cans Liquid Cartons

Packaging volume by type
(million units)13 1,394 47 340 374

Recovery rates (%)14 9% 7% 85% 0%

Recycled (%)14

  Local 0% 7% 0% 0%

Exported for recycling 9% 0% 85% 0%

Incorporation of recycled content  
in packaging 13% 23% 70% 0%

PET Glass Metal Cans Liquid Cartons

Packaging volume by type
(million units)  1,613 34 457 457

Collection (%) 90% 70% 90% 70%

Recycled (%)

  Local 68% 70% 0% 52%

Exported for recycling 22% 0% 90% 18%

Incorporation of recycled content  
in packaging 50% 90% 90% 30%

Table 1. Single-Use Beverage Packaging Today  (as in 2017)

Table 2. Single-Use Beverage Packaging in the Future (2030)

13. Euromonitor. Packaging in Hong Kong, China (2018).
14. The collection and recycling rate for each type of packaging was estimated based on the disposal and recovery weights of PET, Tetra Pak, aluminum and glass 

presented in EPD’s “Monitoring of Solid Waste in Hong Kong for 2016”. It was assumed that the recycling rate for each of these materials also applies to single-use 
beverage packaging. The data for 2017 has yet to be released by EPD at the time this positioning paper was issued.



Producers, distributors and retail
A.S. Watson Group
Hong Kong Retail Management Association
Swire Beverages Limited
Swire Coca-Cola Hong Kong
The Dairy Farm Company Ltd.
The Hong Kong Beverage Association Limited
Vitasoy International Holdings Limited

Waste and recycling industry
ALBA Group Asia Ltd.
Hong Kong Scrap Plastic Association
Swire Waste Management Limited
Veolia

Institutions and other businesses
Airport Authority Hong Kong
Executive Counsel Limited
MTR Corporation Ltd
Hong Kong Polytechnic University
The Hongkong and Shanghai Hotels, Limited
The Hong Kong Jockey Club

NGOs
Business Environment Council
Civic Exchange
Coordinate4u
Designing Hong Kong Limited
Friends of the Earth (HK) Charity Limited
The Green Earth
Ocean Recovery Alliance
Plastic Free Seas Limited
WYNG 43 Social Investment Limited
WWF-Hong Kong

Foundations
The ADM Capital Foundation Limited
WYNG Foundation

Observers
John Swire & Sons (HK) Limited
Lee Hysan Foundation
Lam Kin-che
Steven Molyneaux-Webb

Legal Advisor
Slaughter & May

Research Consultants
Deloitte Advisory (Hong Kong) Limited
Cistri Limited

Secretariat
ADM Capital Foundation (Funds and Contracts)
Designing Hong Kong Limited (Secretarial and Project 
Management)

Spokesperson
Edwin Lau

Chairman
Paul Zimmerman

For further information:
www.drinkwithoutwaste.org

http://bit.ly/DeloitteCistriReport_December2018 

Contact us:
info@drinkwithoutwaste.org

Pledge your support:

Single-Use Beverage Packaging Working Group






