
 

Key features of well-designed 
container deposit return schemes 
A container deposit return scheme is  a practical, cost-effective way to help New Zealanders 
reduce litter, waste less and recycle more. With the right policy settings in place, it is easy to 
set up and run a successful scheme. International experience shows that high-performing 
schemes are based on a combination of interconnected features which means that they are 
convenient, easy to understand, and have practical targets, checks and balances. A modern, 
fit-for-purpose scheme needs to include these features at the outset.  
 

A successful scheme is convenient, performs well, and has practical 
targets, checks and balances 

1. It needs to be convenient for everyone, which means a mix of return locations: 
a) A network of local drop off sites that builds on the existing recycling and 

resource recovery system  
b) Shops that sell drinks, like supermarkets, provide return points where people can 

take back their empty bottles, cans and cartons across the country 
(return-to-retail) 

 
2. It needs to perform well, which means an effective deposit and a broad scope of drink 

containers, which for New Zealand would be:  
a) A 20 cent refundable deposit, which is a high enough incentive for people to 

return drink containers, and pick them up when they’ve been littered, to claim 
the refund 

b) The scope of drink containers is comprehensive, including glass and plastic 
bottles, metal cans and beverage cartons, for recycling or reuse 
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3. It needs practical targets, checks and balances: 
a) Return rate targets of 85% from year 3, and 90% from year 5, ensuring high 

performance and value for money for New Zealanders, with consequences if the 
targets are missed 

b) A user-pays system in which beverage producers pay the deposit on each 
container they sell, regardless of whether the container is returned for the 
refund (the ‘deposit financial model’). This producer responsibility takes the 
pressure of ratepayers and councils, and unredeemed deposits help fund the 
scheme 

 
It is the combination of these features – convenience, performance, and targets, checks and 
balances –  that will make a successful container deposit return scheme.1 A modern, 
fit-for–purpose scheme needs to include these features at the outset. The container return 
scheme already drafted by the Ministry for the Environment includes this general combination 
of features, is based on international best practice, and is a good fit for New Zealand. 

 

 

1 We’ve created factsheets that detail the key features that will, when applied together, lead to a 
well-designed, high-performing beverage container return scheme for New Zealand. 
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