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L2m5-4: Retail Sector  

For Defra  

Context of Project WR1403 

Waste prevention is at the top of the waste hierarchy.  A major priority of the coalition government is to 
move towards a zero waste economy, and an important element of this will be to encourage and increase 
waste prevention.  This review aims to map and collate the available evidence on business waste 
prevention.  It will help inform the preparation of England’s National Waste Prevention Programme as 
required under the revised EU Waste Framework Directive (2008). 
 
The focus is on aspects of waste prevention that are influenced directly or indirectly by businesses - it 
complements a previous evidence review, WR1204, which focused on household waste prevention.  The 
definition of the term ‘waste prevention’ used here is that in the revised Waste Framework Directive: 
 
‘Prevention’ means measures taken before a substance, material or product has become waste, that 
reduce: 

a) the quantity of waste, including through the re-use of products or the extension of the life span 
of products; 

a) the adverse impacts of the generated waste on the environment and human health; or 
b) the content of harmful substances in materials and products. 

 
Recycling activities or their promotion are outside the scope of this review. 
 
 
 

Context of this module 

This module is one of a number of Level 2 modules that contain analyses of Approaches, Interventions, 
Sector Issues and other aspects of the review.  This module deals specifically with the aspect of waste 
prevention in the Retail Sector. 
 
A full map of the modular reporting structure can be found within L1m2: Report Index. 
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Glossary 

ABI Annual Business Inquiry Defra Department for Environment, Farming and Rural 
Affairs BIS (Dept for) Business, Innovation and Skills 

BOGOF buy one get one free ONS Office for National Statistics 
BRC British Retail Consortium SCP sustainable consumption and production 
C&I commercial and industrial SIC Standard Industry Classification (code) 
Courtauld 2 Courtauld Commitment Phase 2 RTP returnable transit packaging 
CSR corporate social responsibility WRAP Waste & Resources Action Programme 

 
 
Units Conventional SI units and prefixes used throughout: {k, kilo, 1,000} {M, mega, 1,000,000} {G, giga, 10

9
}  

{kg, kilogramme, unit mass} {t, metric tonne, 1,000 kg} 

 
 
 

Language used in this report 

This report has used a framework for evaluating both the actions a business takes to prevent waste (the 
Approaches), and the mechanisms that have catalysed the actions (the Interventions). The detailed 
description of Approaches and Interventions may be found within the respective modules L2m2: 
Approaches and L2m4-0: Interventions Introduction, but a brief reference outline to the Approaches is 
given here: 
 
Positioning of approaches in response to business drivers including waste 

Source: Oakdene Hollins/Brook Lyndhurst 
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Clean Operations:
More radical restructuring of 

processes “new, green, clean”, 
often cooperating with others 

in the supply chain.

Product-Service 
Innovation:

Fundamental redesign of the 
product and service 

combination of a business or its 
suppliers to reduce life-cycle 

impacts.

Waste Minimisation:
Traditional in-process 

housekeeping, including Lean, 
to improve conversion of input 

to outputs within current 
production system.

Green Products:
Redesign, eco-design, light-

weighting of products to reduce 
impact in manufacture , 

distribution, use or end-of-life 
by businesses or consumers.
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1 Retail Sector in Context

This report assesses waste prevention activity within the retail and wholesale sector with SIC 2007 
(Standard Industry Classification) Division codes 45 (Wholesale and retail trade and repair of motor 
vehicles and motorcycles), 46 (Wholesale trade, except of motor vehicles and motorcycles) and 47 (Retail 
trade, except of motor vehicles and motorcycles).  Table 1 provides details of the SIC 2007 Group codes 
for these Divisions. 
 
 
Table 1: SIC Codes (2007) for the retail and wholesale sector 

SIC Code 
Description 

Division Group 

45  Wholesale and retail trade and repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles 

 45.1 Sale of motor vehicles 

 45.2 Maintenance and repair of motor vehicles 

 45.3 Sale of motor vehicle parts and accessories 

 45.4 Sale, maintenance and repair of motorcycles and related parts and accessories 

46  Wholesale trade, except of motor vehicles and motorcycles 

 46.1 Wholesale on a fee or contract basis 

 46.2 Wholesale of agricultural raw materials and live animals 

 46.3 Wholesale of food, beverages and tobacco 

 46.4 Wholesale of household goods 

 46.5 Wholesale of information and communication equipment 

 46.6 Wholesale of other machinery, equipment and supplies 

 46.7 Other specialised wholesale 

 46.9 Non-specialised wholesale trade 

47  Retail trade, except of motor vehicles and motorcycles 

 47.1 Retail sale in non-specialised stores 

 47.2 Retail sale of food, beverages and tobacco in specialised stores 

 47.3 Retail sale of automotive fuel in specialised stores 

 47.4 Retail sale of information and communication equipment in specialised stores 

 47.5 Retail sale of other household equipment in specialised stores 

 47.6 Retail sale of cultural and recreation goods in specialised stores 

 47.7 Retail sale of other goods in specialised stores 

 47.8 Retail sale via stalls and markets 

 47.9 Retail trade not in stores, stalls or markets 
Source: www.statistics.gov.uk 

 

The retail and wholesale sector makes a very significant contribution to the UK economy.  In 2009 it 
accounted for 17.4% of UK gross value addeda (ONS ABI).  It is estimated that waste generated in the 
sector totalled 16.6 million tonnes in 2006b, which represents 5.3% of the total commercial and industrial 
waste generated in the UK.  Estimates from the 2009 C&I Waste Survey put waste arisings in the sector at 
11.2 million tonnes.  These latest estimates suggest that the trend of increasing waste arisings in the 
retail and wholesale sector between 1998 and 2006 has been halted and begun a reversal, putting waste 
arisings in 2009 at a similar level to 1998, even as sector turnover has continued to rise (Figure 1).  This 
report presents the evidence available with regards to achievements in waste prevention, although it 
does not specifically attempt to explain the causes and drivers for the exhibited decline in waste arisings.  
 

                                                           
a
 ONS: Annual Business Survey 2009 

b
 Estimates derived from Defra’s 2006 submission to Eurostat 
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Figure 1: Estimates of waste arising in the UK retail and wholesale sector, Mt 

 
Source: Defra 
#Interpolation of service sector; *Extrapolation of England survey 

 
 
As for the composition of waste in the sector: non-metallic wastes (mostly paper, card and other 
packaging) and mixed waste account for over 80% of the waste arising in 2009 (Figure 2).  (The 
composition of the mixed waste has been estimated at around 70% non-metallic waste, 20% metallic 
waste and 10% animal and vegetable waste). 
 
In 2007, the no cost, low cost resource efficiency opportunity savings available were estimated at £630m 
in the retail and wholesale sector (1).  78% of this opportunity related to waste (Figure 3), with the largest 
savings opportunities identified in replacing cardboard with reusable packaging and composting waste 
food.   
 
 
Figure 2: Composition of waste arising in the retail and wholesale sector in England 

Source: Defra 
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Figure 3: No-cost, low-cost resource efficiency opportunities for the retail and wholesale sector (£m) 

 
Source: (1) 

 
 
General actions that have been highlighted by BIS to improve resource efficiency within the sector are 
listed in Table 2, although it is noted that many of these suggested actions relate to energy and water 
efficiency.  Material and waste related actions include fitting remoulded tyres and providing communal 
shopping centre waste management facilities. 
 
 
Table 2: General resource efficiency actions for the retail sector 
Action Description 

Easy Wins Installing flush devices within customer and staff toilets saves water and money.  Charging up fork lift 
trucks at night using timers can save money through lower night time energy tariffs.  Ensure battery 
charge-up does not take place until 80% depleted. 

Materials Fitting remould tyres to a large retail fleet ensures good environmental payback with reduced CO2 
emissions, oil and rubber resource savings. 

Water Replacing turn taps on sinks with push taps down and/or aerator spray taps again produces savings.  
Improving the management of site drainage can divert run-off away from the sewer system (if meets 
specifications) and save costs in sewerage treatment. 

Energy Fitting vending machines and water coolers with timer switches to ensure they are switched off when 
not in use (overnight, bank holidays, etc) can save energy and costs.  Reducing temperature in the office 
by at least 1- 2°C can save electricity and money. 

Waste For a shopping centre: providing communal waste management facilities can make recycling 
economically viable and practical to implement. 

Source: (2) 

 
 
As a result of its participation within WRAP’s Courtauld Commitment, up-to-date and detailed analysis is 
available for the grocery retail sector; which accounts for approximately 12% of retail sales turnover.  
Waste arisings for the grocery retail sector (including distribution) totalled 1.60 million tonnes and 1.56 
million tonnes in 2007 and 2008 respectively (3); indicating a 2.1% decline in waste arisings between the 
two reported years.  Based on the estimates in Figure 1, this implies the grocery retail sector accounts for 
around 10% of waste arising in the retail and wholesale sector.  The composition of this waste is shown in 
Figure 4.  Cardboard (61%) and food (24%) account for the largest proportions of waste arising in the 
grocery retail sector.  The economic loss associated with the food wasted by grocery retailers is put at 
£2.35bn (3). 
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Figure 4: Composition of waste arising in the grocery retail sector (2008) 

Source: (3) 

 
 
A number of key areas identified for waste prevention within UK grocery retail have been identified 
(Table 3).  These are: 
 

 quantifying waste arisings at a sub-category level  

 switching emphasis from waste management to prevention 

 influencing packaging specifications 

 behavioural change 

 ensuring accurate forecasting 

 communicating to customers. 
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Table 3: Waste prevention opportunities for the grocery retail sector 
Action Description 

Quantify waste 
arisings at a sub-
category level 

Revising data recording and analysis to better reflect performance, identifies where and why waste is 
occurring.  It provides a baseline upon which key performance indicators can be set and appropriate 
resources can be allocate to address a problem.  Pareto analysis (the 80/20 rule, identifying the 20% 
of possible causes that account for 80% of total resource efficiency opportunities) has proven to work 
well in this area. 
 

Switch emphasis 
from waste 
management to 
prevention 

A tendency exists to focus on alternative outlets to landfill disposal for waste rather than on 
preventing or reducing waste at source.  One of the key issues is that the ‘end of pipe’ waste 
management decision is often made by an individual.  Engagement across a number of different 
departments within the organisation (including production and procurement) is recommended to 
effect a change in focus to waste prevention, which can lead to greater cost savings. 
 

Influence 
packaging 
specifications 

Reviewing packaging specifications, for example stretch wrap and corrugated cardboard, can make a 
significant difference in delivering financial and environmental benefits by, for example, improving 
distribution efficiency and reduced product damage.  Packaging should be optimised, with a focus on 
performance rather than material specifications. 
 

Behavioural 
change 

Improving communication throughout an organisation, with the right set of measures, can make a 
significant difference.  Some retailers have achieved considerable reductions in waste through better 
communication, staff training and behavioural change initiatives. 
 

Ensure accurate 
forecasting 

Factors such as unpredictable harvest yields and weather place significant pressure on forecasting, 
especially those with a short customer lead time.  Working in partnership with suppliers ensuring 
forecasting systems are fit-for-purpose can result in a significant reduction in the volume of waste 
generated as a result of inaccurate forecasting.  This opportunity includes areas such as promotion 
management and new product launches. 
 

Communicate to 
customers 

Retailers are in a key position to influence the behaviour of their staff and customers to save them 
money and reduce their carbon impacts.  This could be through encouraging customers to buy 
products with less packaging (for example, refills) or to reduce household food waste through 
improving the storage instructions on products. Through customer education and/or price incentives, 
retailers can also create the markets for products that may currently be wasted in the supply chain 
because they are seen as ‘out of specification’. 
 

Source: (3) 
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2 The Nature of the Evidence 

Much of the evidence available for review on waste prevention has been published by two UK delivery 
bodies (WRAP and Envirowise) which understandably focus on the positive exemplars in their mission to 
encourage other participants and demonstrate progress.  A considerable weight of evidence is 
concentrated upon the grocery retail sector, which accounts for approximately 15% of the retail and 
wholesale sector’s turnovera and 14% of the sector’s waste generationb, although it is noted that grocery 
retail accounts for 53p of every £1 of retail spendingc (i.e. once wholesale and the repair of motor 
vehicles are removed).  This large weight of evidence is due to the grocery retail’s involvement in WRAP’s 
voluntary Courtauld Commitment.  In contrast other types of retail are relatively under-represented with 
relatively few waste prevention actions identified.   
 
Additionally, the majority of the evidence found concentrates on actions within large enterprises.  This 
known bias does not necessarily imply that waste prevention activity is not occurring outside of grocery 
retail and large enterprises, rather it could reflect limitations of the search methodology or incentives to 
report waste activity.  It is also notable, with the exception of three reports, that all of the evidence is 
from the UK.  This bias is likely to be a result of the methodology used.  It is worth remembering that 
“absence of evidence is not evidence of absence”.d 
 
Efforts have been made to draw evidence from other sources including companies’ own corporate social 
responsibility (CSR) reports although again these are unlikely to be impartial.  Moreover, as noted by a 
2008 study for Defra on the retailer-food supplier trading relationship, “many organisations do not collect 
waste data systematically and others are not willing to share this data openly”.  This view is reinforced by 
the observation that some firms declined to publish savings resulting from measures implemented under 
the Courtauld Commitment.  Where companies have developed new systems for reducing wastage, they 
may be reluctant to divulge information which could give them a competitive advantage.  Papers in peer-
reviewed academic journals are probably the most independent of sources, but in practice, few of them 
separate the results of waste prevention activities from more general environmental measures.   
 
The metrics that have been used in the retail sector tend to be predominantly focussed on reductions in 
materials or waste (tonnes).  This is probably due in part because a large number of the actions have 
concerned reducing the weight of packaging.  Financial savings are sometimes also reported or, in the 
case of carrier bags, the number issued.  It is noted that the metric used are not necessarily standardised 
across the sector. 
 

  

                                                           
a
 IGD put the grocery retail market size at £146.3bn in 2009[website accessed 23/12/2010] vs. £994.0 for the retail & wholesale sector turnover 

b
 Waste arisings from grocery retail and distribution were 1.56 million tonnes in 2008 vs. 11.18 million tonnes for retail & wholesale waste in 2009 

c
 IGD website [accessed 23/12/2010] 

d
 Attributed to Carl Sagan (1934-1996) 
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3 Evidence of Waste Prevention 

3.1 Introduction 

Policy and corporate emphasis has until recently focused on landfill diversion rather than true prevention 
of waste at source, in common with the food and drink sector.  All of the major grocery retailers for 
instance have landfill diversion targets (3), as does the industry trade association, the British Retail 
Consortium (BRC) (4).  Solutions currently employed include: 
 

 recycling of packaging waste 

 composting and anaerobic digestion. 
 
Reliance on such ‘end-of-pipe’ solutions may be misplaced because reduction of waste at source can 
offer far greater savings, in both carbon and financial terms.  In the 2007 Business Benefits of Resource 
Efficiency Study, actions were identified for both waste prevention and landfill diversion for the retail 
sector; however the carbon saving of waste prevention opportunity was 0.49 kgCO2 per tonne of waste 
saved higher than the waste diversion opportunity (1).  Currently the financial values of waste prevention 
opportunities are estimated at £627 per tonne, whereas the waste diversion savings are £70 per tonne 
(5). a   
 
Some data specific to particular materials is available.  For food waste the carbon benefits of reduction 
within retail are estimated at 3.2 tonnes CO2e per tonne of waste versus 0.1 tonnes CO2e per tonne of 
waste for anaerobic digestion (both compared to disposal) (3).  The financial value of food waste 
reduction within retail is estimated at £1,676 per tonne (3).  A packaging example of the reduction in the 
use of container glass has been shown to save 843 kgCO2 per tonne of glass, whereas closed loop 
recycling saves 314 kgCO2 per tonne glass and some open loop recycling options such as aggregates can 
lead increases in carbon emissions compared to landfill.(5)  The financial savings of packaging waste 
reduction are also large, with reduction in the use of cardboard saving £800 per tonne compared to £80 
of revenue generated from recycling(5). 
 
Nevertheless, we found some evidence of waste prevention, largely associated with the voluntary 
agreement of the Courtauld Commitment for the grocery retail sector.  Procurement pressure has driven 
change when retailers have signed up to the Courtauld Commitment or engaged in WRAP’s 
rightweighting projects.   
 
A Home Improvement Sector Commitment was launched in September 2009 by WRAP and leading home 
improvement retailers and brands, including a target to reduce packaging by 15% by the end of 2012b, 
but few results are currently available on its achievements.  The Better Retailing Climate initiative 
launched by the BRC in April 2008 does set out goals in establishing the industry’s collective 
environmental ambitions, although its waste indicators target diverting waste from landfill rather than 
waste prevention specifically (4).   
 
Evidence of companies voluntarily engaging in waste prevention activity is sparse and similarly for the 
role standards or labelling in the sector.  Consequently the evidence for waste prevention is biased to the 
grocery retail sector.   
 
 

                                                           
a
 The higher per tonne saving versus that within L2m5-2: Food & Drink, reflecting the value added to the food as it passes down the supply chain 

b
 http://www.wrap.org.uk/retail_supply_chain/voluntary_agreements/home_improvement_sector_commitment/index.html [accessed 09/12/2010] 

http://www.wrap.org.uk/retail_supply_chain/voluntary_agreements/home_improvement_sector_commitment/index.html
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3.2 Waste Minimisation 

A number of different examples of waste minimisation have been undertaken.  The two most significant 
areas are: 
 

 food waste minimisation 

 packaging waste minimisation.   
 
Some of the actions were voluntary and motivated by profit or CSR.  Others were supported and 
underpinned by Commitments.  It is noted that, although most of the food waste minimisation actions 
have been listed as voluntary, many are likely to have been at least indirectly motivated by Courtauld 
Commitment involvement.    
 
Minimising food waste 
Under food waste minimisation a range of activities are reported, such as in-house measures, donation to 
charities such as FareShare, working with the supply chain and involvement with the ‘Love Food Hate 
Waste’ campaign and labelling measures to help consumers store produce effectively and reduce their 
waste (3) (4).   Details of specific actions are given below and summarised in Table 4 although the effects 
of most of the actions have not been quantified. 
 
On food waste minimisation, Waitrose reports measures it has undertaken to work with farmers and 
growers along its supply chain to minimise food waste.  One example is where Waitrose has been 
working closely with a group of 100 banana growers in the Windward Islands, considering the cultivation 
and transport of the fruit with the aim of reducing waste.  Another is working collaboratively with 
suppliers to ensure quality and delivery specifications minimise food wastage, and to accept cosmetically 
imperfect food in the event of unforeseen and difficult weather conditions, such as when an apple crop 
was damaged by hail one year.  Measures such as these have had a large impact on reducing waste 
arising from shipped fruit, which was an estimated 40% in 2002 but fell to under 3% in 2008 (6).  
Waitrose also reported that it “….always aims to minimise food waste through accurate ordering – 
especially as 60% of its total waste is food – but where it arises, donating surplus food can offer a socially 
beneficial solution. Following a successful trial of the FareShare food donation scheme, Waitrose is rolling 
out food donation to shops where FareShare can provide a collection service”. 
 
Marks & Spencer, under Point 31 of its 100 point ‘Plan A’, had set targets for the reduction of food waste 
from its stores and distribution centres.  One method, in UK stores from 2008-09, was to start reducing 
the price of some items as they approached sell-by dates, which led to a 20% reduction in food waste.  
Another was to work with suppliers to improve stock planning through the development of more 
accurate systems for forecasting demand (3).  Additionally Marks & Spencer has donated 1,200 tonnes of 
usable food to charity (7).   
 
The UK retailer Morrisons has reported a number of measures to minimise food waste (3):  
 

 “We sort, grade and, when appropriate, wash the produce ourselves. For some products, for 
example broccoli, we cut off the stems so that customers only pay for what they eat, with stems 
made available for animal feed. By packing a range of sizes and individually pricing them, customers 
can also help reduce waste by buying only what they need.”  

 “At Morrisons, a potato smaller than 45mm in diameter will be taken out of the load and used as 
baby roasters, if they are really small, as animal feed. Nothing is thrown away.”  

 Another measure implemented by Morrisons is to use food nearing its ‘use by’ or ‘best before’ date 
in its own canteens. 

 
Some co-ordinated efforts in this area are being made by grocery retailers to redirect produce that would 
have been wasted, an example being FareShare, a national charity that works to redistribute food in the 
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community with participation from retailers and food and drink manufacturers (see Box 1).  However, the 
tonnages involved are currently small, at around 3,000 tonnes in 2009-10, although this equates to some 
6.7 million meals.  Although most of the food (61%) redistributed by FareShare in 2009-10 came from 
food and drink manufacturers, retail businesses account for a significant proportion (31%).  The 
remaining 8% of FareShare’s food is sourced in the hospitality sector.a 
 
 
Box 1: Surplus food redistribution by FareShare  

 
 
 
In support of WRAP’s ‘Love food, hate waste’ campaign, a number of retailers have agreed to review their 
product promotions on short shelf-life products, for example, Tesco moving from ‘buy one get one free’ 
(BOGOF) to ‘BOGOF later’ where a voucher is provided to redeem the free product at a later date (3).  
‘Mix and match’ promotional offers e.g. where a ‘three for the price of two’ offer is not for a single 
product but rather for a group of complementary products, have also been introduced.  Finally a number 
of grocery retailers including The Co-operative, Sainsbury’s and Waitrose report that they are helping 

                                                           
a
 Fare Share’s Marketing & Communications Manager, personal communication, January 2011 

FareShare is a national charity redistributing surplus arisings from the UK’s food industry to homeless hostels, 
breakfast clubs, women’s refuges and other good causes.  The charity works with many big names including 
Sainsbury’s, Nestlé, Sodexo and Brakes and operates 15 depots including two in London.  The most recent 
was opened in Llandudno, North Wales.  In 2009-10, FareShare estimates that around 3,000 tonnes of surplus 
food - the equivalent of 6.7 million meals - were redistributed.  This is food that would otherwise have been 
disposed of, often to landfill.  29,000 people a day benefited from FareShare food.  Food and drink 
manufacturers accounted for 61% of the food redistributed in 2009-10, while 31% came from retailers and 
8% from the hospitality sector. 
 
Business Benefits 

 Assuming it can be done efficiently and safely, redistributing surpluses to charity not only helps 
vulnerable people but saves food businesses significant disposal costs; however, not producing the 
waste in the first place would, theoretically, save companies far more money. 

 The PR value of giving food to charity rather than dumping it is likely to be considerable. 

 Preventing food waste also reduces greenhouse gas emissions.  
 
Drivers 

 The CSR agenda is an important motivator; many participating businesses publicise their involvement 
with FareShare in their CSR reports.  

 For some businesses, procurement pressure may have driven participation.  According to FareShare, 
many food and drink manufacturers got involved after being encouraged to do so by their retailer 
customers.  The manufacturers’ own trade body, the Food & Drink Federation, is also a strong supporter 
of the scheme, with 17 members now collaborating with FareShare. 

 
Key Elements for Success 

 Timing is key.  The surplus food often has a short shelf-life so partnerships are most successful when 
FareShare is integrated into a company’s business processes, all levels of the company are aware, and 
surplus food is identified as early on as possible.  

 FareShare focuses its efforts on handling food from further up the supply chain as surpluses available at 
store level are small compared to those available at warehouse or manufacturer level.  However, the 
charity does collect from a limited number of stores, for example, when stores are conveniently located 
on the way back from a delivery to a Community Member.  

 FareShare has enjoyed the support of the UK Government.  For example, a past Secretary of State wrote 
to retailers encouraging them to work with the charity.  FareShare has also been referenced in the 
former Labour administration’s food strategy ‘food2030’ and is promoted by WRAP. 
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customers to reduce their food waste at home by providing storage instructions on bags and packaging 
(6). 
 
 
Table 4: Summary of food waste minimisation actions 
Category Supported Description Outcomes Ref 

ID 

Supply 
Chain 

No Waitrose working with farmers and growers along its 
supply chain to minimise food waste in the cultivation, 
transport and delivery specifications  

Waste arising from shipped 
fruit fell from 40% in 2002 to 
under 3% in 2008 

(3) 

Sorting / 
Grading 

No Morrisons cutting off broccoli stems and selling small 
potatoes as baby roasters 

Not reported (3) 

Forecasting 
 

No Waitrose aiming to minimise food waste through 
accurate ordering 

Not reported (3) 

No Marks & Spencer working with suppliers to improve 
stock planning through the development of more 
accurate systems for forecasting demand 

Not reported (3) 

Short shelf 
life 
 

No Marks & Spencer reducing the price of some items as 
they approached sell-by dates 

20% reduction (3) 

No Morrisons using food nearing its ‘use by’ or ‘best 
before’ date in its own canteens 

Not reported (3) 

Donation 
 

Yes Grocery retailers donating produce that would have 
been wasted to FareShare  

3,000 tonnes in 2008 
(includes food 
manufacturers)  

(3) 

Yes Waitrose donating surplus food to FareShare, which is 
being rolled out following a successful trial 

Not reported (3) 

Yes Marks & Spencer has donated usable food to charity 1,200 tonnes (7) 

Pack sizes/ 
Promotions 

No Morrisons packing a range of sizes to help customers 
reduce waste by buying only what they need 

Not reported (3) 

Yes A number of retailers have reviewing their product 
promotions on short shelf-life products 

Not reported (3) 

Yes Tesco moving from ‘buy one get one free’ (BOGOF) to 
‘BOGOF later’ 

Not reported (3) 

Storage Yes The Co-operative, Sainsbury’s and Waitrose provide 
storage instructions on packaging to help customers 
reduce their food waste 

Not reported (6) 

Source: Collated by Oakdene Hollins/Brook Lyndhurst 

 
 
Although many of the specific actions by grocery retailers on food waste minimisation are not reported, 
WRAP announced the impact of the Courtauld Commitment Phase 1 in September 2010.  It is worth 
noting however that not only a portion of this should be attributed to the retail sector due to the 
involvement of food and drink manufacturers in the agreement, as well as direct communication to 
households through the ‘Love food, hate waste’ campaign.  Nonetheless the results of the Courtauld 
Commitment on food waste minimisation are summarised here.  The effect on food waste was a 
cumulative reduction of 670,000 tonnes between 2005 and 2009 (Figure 5), worth £1.5bn and saving 
2.8 million tonnes CO2e (8).  In 2009 a minimum of 270,000 tonnes less food was collected (exceeding the 
target of 155,000 tonnes), with a value of around £610m and reduced carbon emissions of 1.1 million 
tonnes CO2e (9).   
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Figure 5: Courtauld Commitment Phase 1 – Cumulative food waste savings (kt) 

 
Source: (9) 

 
 
Minimising packaging waste 
A pilot trial to reduce packaging among retailers in Oregon (USA) is a noteworthy example of an action to 
reduce packaging waste.  The pilot study in Oregon proved highly effective in achieving packaging 
minimisation (see Table 5 and Box 2).  Assistance funding of $77,400 achieved waste reduction of at least 
493 tons, worth $994,000 annually to the participating companies (10).  The results of the study for the 
three participating retailer who implemented the actions, Norm Thompson Outfitters (Catalogue/e-
commerce retailer with small store-front retail operations), OfficeMax (Catalogue/e-commerce retailer 
for office products) and Williams-Sonoma (House wares and catalogue/e-commerce retailer) are listed in 
Table 5.  The most significant actions were in expanding the use of bags in deliveries and reducing 
double-bagging, which are classified as waste minimisation activities.  The actions undertaken by UK 
retailers on carrier bag waste minimisation however have involved a more mixed approach with actions 
of reducing the number issued, promoting reusable bags and redesigning to reduce weight and increase 
recycled content.  In Ireland, however, a tax action (Plastic Bag Levy of around 10p per bag) reduced 
demand for disposable bags by 90%, saving over one billion carrier bags and raising around £7m of 
revenue in its first year (11). 
 
 
Table 5: Results of the Oregon packaging waste minimisation trial 
Business Packaging Change Annual 

Savings 
Waste 

Avoided 

Norm 
Thompson 
Outfitters 

Expand use of shipping bags at Distribution Centres $680,000 370 t/y 

Begin using shipping bags at Regional Distribution Centres $500 <1 t/y 

Vendor influence – reduce under packing of ‘Save Your Back’ bags $2,900 3 t/y 

OfficeMax Use bags for local deliveries of less fragile items $26,500 48 t/y 

Williams-
Sonoma 

Review boxes and correct process issues driving systematic selection of boxes 
that were too large 

Unknown Unknown 

Print direct-to-customer boxes with information promoting reuse of void fills Unknown Unknown 

Reduce double-bagging by providing ‘bag bottoms’ for large shopping bags $230,000 50 t/y 

Increase variety and sizes of cartons at retail stores $54,000 21 t/y 

Increase box scoring (void fill reduction) Unknown Unknown 

     Total $994,000 493 tons 
Source: (10) 
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Box 2: Oregon packaging waste prevention pilot project: Norm Thompson Outfitters 

 
 
 

  

Headquartered in Oregon, USA, Norm Thompson Outfitters is a catalogue and web retailer of clothing, 
outdoor products and other goods.  Annual revenues were approximately $200 million in 2004.  The firm was 
a key partner in a 2002-5 pilot project, operated by the Oregon Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) 
and funded by the regional government of the Portland metropolitan area and the US Environmental 
Protection Agency, to reduce the use and waste of packaging materials by businesses in the State.  Norm 
Thompson committed to cut by 25% both packaging waste generation and the use of virgin packaging 
material as against 2001 levels and, through better packaging efficiency and increased use of recycled 
content material, reduce the amount of virgin packaging material used by 25% from 2001 levels.  Key 
measures taken by the firm included switching in 2003 to reusable plastic shipping bags for soft goods order 
fulfilment.  The change required the company to relax an internal standard that had previously prohibited 
the use of plastic bags rather than corrugated cartons for shipping higher cost products.  Norm Thompson 
also asked vendors to reduce excessive packaging associated with ‘Save Your Back’ bags, a day bag designed 
to reduce muscle strain and fatigue.  Prior to the change up to 60 bin bags full of wadded-up paper might 
need to be disposed of in a single day at one distribution centre. 
 
Business Benefits 

 The increased use of shipping bags at distribution centres alone prevented some 370 tons ($680,000) of 
packaging waste per annum.  The reduced packing in the ‘Save Your Back’ bags cut costs by a further 
$2,900 a year. 

 A total of $77,400 was invested in the Oregon project yielding savings of more than 493 tons or 
$994,000 a year. 

 Intangible benefits included the value of educating both Norm Thompson employees and also DEQ and 
contractor staff on packaging evaluation and environmental considerations. 

 
Drivers 

 Norm Thompson’s commitment to environmental improvement and sustainability was identified as a 
motivating factor.  Its mission statement is: “*We+ will be a leader in developing business practices that 
sustain, restore and move in harmony with the natural environment.” 

 DEQ established the Oregon pilot in response to waste prevention goals adopted by the Oregon 
Legislature in 2001 couple with the fact that packaging comprised 20–25% of the State’s waste arisings. 

 
Key Elements for Success 

 DEQ provided crucial support in helping Norm Thompson to identify waste prevention in its own 
operations and to evaluate environmental marketing claims made by suppliers of packaging materials. 

 That certain suppliers were using excessive packing only came to light because of Norm Thompson’s 
culture of open communication among employees, fostered by the Oregon pilot.  The suppliers were 
then asked to reduce this packaging. 

 Norm Thompson is a large company so could achieve significant change by influencing suppliers 

 DEQ, Norm Thompson and other project partners developed a life cycle inventory analysis which helped 
businesses trade off probable environmental impacts of different packaging options.  This tool 
improved decision-making. 

 Although Norm Thompson had already implemented several packaging efficiency measures prior to 
2002, the partnership approach embodied in the Oregon pilot created a forum for discussion of this topic. 
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3.3 Clean Operations 

For clean operations there is a considerable body of evidence, and for a wide variety of types of retailers 
and products, on the effect of introducing reusable packaging instead of single-trip packaging.  The 
introduction of returnable and reusable packaging has proved most effective for secondary (i.e. transit) 
rather than primary packaging (packaging disposed of by the consumer) where the prospect of packaging 
being returned to manufacturers is low.  There is evidence of both voluntary and supported impetuses. 
 
The examples of reusable packaging identified are listed below and summarised in Table 6: 
 

 In the US in Alameda County 18,000 tonnes of transport packing waste were avoided by use of 
returnable transit packaging (RTP) (12). 

 Argos could save 1,560 tonnes of packaging per year from reusable bags for sofa deliveries, based on 
the results of a trial (13). 

 B&Q saved 1,100 tonnes of packaging in delivery of kitchen worktops using reusable plastic 
Carrierpacs, saving £300,000 per year (14). 

 Boots saved 270 tonnes of cardboard, 200 tonnes of plastic and £125,000 per year by developing a 
system to reuse plastic transit trays for the display of sandwiches (7). 

 Debenhams introduced of re-usable plastic boxes and roll cages to transport stock from its suppliers 
to its warehouses and department stores (7). 

 Halfords supplier: Autoglym purchased more chemicals in bulk resulting in fewer intermediate 
containers and a saving of £30,000 per year (15). 

 Halfords supplier:  Summit Accessories introduced reusable cardboard boxes, saving £25,000 per 
year (15). 

 Marks & Spencer worked with its supplier Tibbett & Britten Group to use transit packaging for 
groups of products rather than to individually pack them and reusable plastic boxes and nylon zipper 
bags eliminated most outer packaging (7). 

 Morrisons reported that it exceeded its target of extending returnable tray trips by 14 million in 
2008, achieving 17 million trips, and saving 72,000 tonnes of transit packaging (3).  

 Musgraves reported that it is working with suppliers to achieve 30% utilisation of reusable crates on 
own-brand products (3).  

 Sainsbury’s worked with its chilled foods supplier, Tibbett & Britten Group to use reusable plastic 
crates, which could be tracked using a ‘smart’ tag system (7). 

 The Austrian Retailer, Spar, reduced packaging waste by 3,500 tonnes in 2004 by increasing use of 
RTP from 44% to 51% (12). 

 Two regions in Sweden avoided 12,475 tonnes of packaging waste in two years by introducing 
reusable crates, and there was an additional reduction of spoiled food due to more robust packaging 
being used (not quantified) (12). 

 Tesco introduced plastic returnable crates with a supplier of toiletries, and saved 46,000 tonnes of 
cardboard per year (7). 

 Tesco reported that delivering products in reusable plastic trays saved 20,000 tonnes of cardboard in 
the UK in 2008 (3).  

 Waterstone’s worked with its suppliers to develop a reusable box replacing cardboard cartons, 
reducing waste by 95%, saving 15 tonnes of waste and £7,000 per year; and reduced damage to 
stock in transit (7). 

 
Envirowise’s Supply Chain Partnerships initiative has engaged retailers to work with their supply chains to 
improve environmental performance and maximise profit margins (15).  Envirowise reports that the raw 
materials savings resulting from its Supply Chain Partnerships initiative was £3.54m (from an overall total 
of £12.45m).  The capital cost required for this was £441,420 giving a 1-2 month payback period (15).  
More than half of the initiatives have been driven by retailers, with companies such as Boots, Halfords, 
WH Smith, Somerfield, Homebase, M&S, The Co-operative and Argos listed as participants.   
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Table 6: Summary of reusable packaging examples 
Company Product Supported Description Outcomes Ref 

ID 

Alameda 
County (US) 

Food Yes Use of returnable transit packaging 18,000t (12) 

Argos Sofas Yes Trial on reusable sofa bags Potential of 1,560 
t/yr if rolled out 

(13) 

B&Q Kitchen 
worktops 

Yes Reusable plastic Carrierpacs 1,100 t/yr, 
£300,000/yr 

(14) 

Boots Sandwiches Yes Developed reusable  
plastic transit system 

470 t/yr, 
£125,000/yr 

(7) 
(16) 

Debenhams Clothes Yes Introduced of re-usable plastic boxes and 
roll cages to transport stock from its 
suppliers to its warehouses and department 
stores 

Not reported (7) 

Halfords Chemicals Yes Supplier purchased more in bulk resulting in 
fewer intermediate containers 

£30,000/yr (15) 

Halfords Auto 
accessories 

Yes Supplier introduced  
reusable cardboard boxes 

£25,000/yr (15) 

Marks & 
Spencer 

Clothes Yes Transit packaging used for groups of 
products, reusable plastic boxes replacing 
outer packaging 

Not reported (7) 

Morrisons Food No Exceeded its target of extending returnable 
tray trips by 14 million in 2008, achieving 17 
million trips 

72,000t (3) 

Musgraves Food No Working with suppliers to achieve 30% 
utilisation of reusable crates on own-brand 
products 

Not reported (3) 

Sainsbury’s Food Yes Introduced chilled products supplied in 
reusable plastic crates and tracked using 
smart tags 

Not reported (7) 

Spar Food Yes Increased use of RTP from  
44% to 51% in Austria 

3,500t in 2004 (12) 

Svenska 
Retursystem 

Food Yes Introducing reusable crates in  
two regions in Sweden 

12,475t over  
two years 

(12) 

Tesco Toiletries Yes Introduced plastic returnable  
crates with a supplier 

46,000 t/yr (7) 

Tesco Food No Delivered products in  
reusable plastic trays 

20,000t in the UK in 
2008 

(3) 

Waterstone’s Books Yes Partnership between distributor, publisher 
and retailer to design a custom-built re-
usable tote box 

15 t/yr, £7,000/yr (7) 
(16) 

Source: Collated by Oakdene Hollins/Brook Lyndhurst 

 
 
The only non-packaging example identified for clean operations is for off-site manufacture being used to 
reduce construction waste in the refitting of stores by Sainsbury’s (see Box 3).  This had direct savings of 
reducing construction waste by an average of 16.25% and cost by 22%.  Other benefits (reducing the 
length of departmental closures and disruption to the store) were also noted, although not quantified 
(17). 
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Box 3: Off-site manufacture in supermarket refits 

 
 
 
 

3.4 Green Products 

Numerous actions have been undertaken by retailers principally in the area of redesign of packaging, 
typically as light-weighting of the packaginga.  The aim is to reduce the quantities of packaging waste 
arising, hence reducing material requirements; and also to reduce the fuel consumption and logistics of 
transport.  A 2007 report for the Resource Efficiency – Knowledge Transfer Network identifies three main 
types of packaging light-weighting (Table 7). 
 
 
Table 7: Actions to packaging light-weighting  
Action Example(s) 

Change packaging design Concentration of products e.g. laundry liquids; De-packaging e.g. toothpaste tubes 
stand up in polystyrene stands rather than in cardboard tubes 

Substitute materials Plastic for glass as in ketchup bottles; Aluminium for steel in drinks cans 

Change manufacturing techniques Thinner walled cans and using two pieces rather than three.  
Source: (18) 

 

                                                           
a
 Some would argue that packaging should not be classified as a ‘product’, however for convenience packaging re-design is considered in this section. 

Off-site manufacture (OSM) is a technique increasingly seen in the construction sector where materials are 
supplied to the site as pre-assembled modules.  OSM can lower transport intensity and material stockholding 
on site compared with the traditional method whereby each material category is ordered separately.  Having 
fewer orders and less material stored on site also reduces wastes arising from building materials being 
damaged in transit or storage. Pre-fabrication within a controlled manufacturing environment rather than on 
a building site also delivers efficiencies in labour, time and materials.  Working with suppliers RG Group and 
Fit Out (UK) Ltd, the retailer Sainsbury’s recently combined OSM and a Consolidation Centre approach for the 
refitting of some of its stores.  Backwalls are partition panels with mounted images and graphics and are an 
important marketing element in refits.  Materials for these are now consolidated at off-site workshops where 
the backwalls are fabricated before being delivered to, and fitted at, the stores.  The small amount of waste 
and packaging that does arise is 100% reused or recycled. 
 
Business Benefits 

 Construction waste was directly reduced by up to 40% which meant substantial cost savings.  

 The OSM approach limited the duration of departmental closures which minimised disruption to trading 
during store refits. 

 The consolidation approach optimises the efficiency of distribution vehicles and avoids the problems of 
congestion in the supermarket car parks. 

 
Drivers 

 Clearly, the shop refitters were driven by their powerful customer to adopt OSM techniques.  
Sainsbury’s itself was motivated by the opportunity to cut costs and reduce disruption to trading.  

 
Key Elements for Success 

 Substantial savings could be achieved ‘by adopting principles of standardisation in design or by engaging 
with the supply chain to ensure that standard manufactured components can be adjusted to suit a 
specific design.  

 Sainsbury’s achieves even greater efficiencies by combining OSM which a consolidation centre approach 
see Wilson James case study, wherein materials and modules are stored and delivered on a just-in-time 
basis. In addition to the 40% reduction in construction waste, a further 16.25% in material savings are 
realised through improved design, material procurement, storage and manufacturing. 
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Where a light-weighting action is taken to primary packaging, the impact will be on household waste 
arisings, but since the agency in the decision-making lies with business, packaging redesign is included 
within this review.   Light-weighting is not new, indeed the average weight of glass containers in the UK 
has reduced by around 30% since 1980 (11).  Similarly, the weight of material used in aluminium, steel 
and plastic food and drinks container has fallen (18).  Nevertheless, efforts have recently been stepped 
up.  Some of the impetus for packaging re-design has come from Making the Most of Packaging, the 
former Government’s 2009 Packaging Strategy (19), which contains measures aimed at promoting eco-
design in packaging, as well as boosting recycling rates.  In addition, the Courtauld Commitment has 
driven numerous light-weighting and other packaging reduction initiatives.  Additional spin-off savings 
also can result from more efficient packing of the now packaging-reduced products.  In 2007 the size of 
the opportunity was estimated at almost 200,000 tonnes if packaging all moved to the ‘best in class’ 
weight, with more than half of the savings being in light-weighted wine bottles (Figure 6).  The potential 
cost reduction to business was estimated at £13.9m, with 271,000 tonnes CO2e (19). 
 
The impetus for these actions has been supported, predominantly by the delivery body WRAP, much of it 
complementing the supply chain Courtauld Commitment.  Two levels of retailer involvement are 
apparent: 
 

1. Retailers supporting trials and implementation undertaken in their supply chain, typically by being 
involved in a Steering Group.  Examples of this include Container Lite (20), GlassRite Food (21) and 
GlassRite Beer, Cider and Spirits (22). 

2. Retailers undertaking trials and reducing the weight of own-brand packaging.  There are numerous 
examples of this from all of the major grocery retailers (Table 8). 

 
The material savings of specific packaging redesign actions where there has been direct retailer 
involvement has been listed in Table 8, giving details of the company, product and outcomes.  All of the 
actions have been supported, mostly by WRAP through the Courtauld Commitment, but also by 
Envirowise; and almost all of the actions relate to food products (the one exception being Comet for 
electrical products).  A range of materials have been light-weighted including glass, plastic and cardboard.   
 
 
Figure 6: Potential tonnes/yr weight savings if ‘best in class’ weights were adopted 

 Source: (19) 
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Additionally a number of companies have reported totals for material saved across their ranges: 
 

 Asda has worked with suppliers, advisory bodies and academics to prove that light-weight glass 
packaging can be delivered to market without affecting quality or sales as part of its involvement in 
the Courtauld Commitment and the GlassRite project.  It has since reduced the weight of glass 
packaging for sauces, pickles, spices, coffee and wine bottles.  These initiatives have achieved an 
overall glass reduction of 2,871 tonnes compared to 2005 (6).  Asda expects to achieve its target of 
reducing packaging by 25% the end of 2008 (6). 

 Co-operative: Total light-weighting activities have taken about 1,200 tonnes of glass per year out of 
the UK waste stream, or 840 tonnes CO2e (6). 

 M&S has been working to reduce the environmental impact of its packaging for many years.  Its 
commitment to this has been highlighted by ‘Plan A’, to reduce non-glass product packaging by 25% 
by 2012 (6). 

 Morrisons is committed to reducing the volume of household packaging waste and finding more 
recyclable packaging alternatives with involvement with the Courtauld Commitment is helping them 
to achieve this.  They have achieved 47% of their target to reduce own band packaging by 15% by 
2010 (6). 

 Sainsbury’s has reduced packaging weight by 13% since 2004-05, and is looking to reduce its own-
brand packaging by 33%, by 2015, from a 2009 baseline (3). 

 Tesco reports that it is collaborating with over 250 suppliers, on over 3,600 packaging reduction 
initiatives, for both own-brand and branded products. Of the own-brand initiatives, 2,000 have been 
completed, saving 80,000 tonnes per year (3). 

 Waitrose has made to date with a 36% reduction in packaging relative to sales since 2000 and 
continues to work to eliminate unnecessary packaging, introduce innovative recycled and recyclable 
materials (6).  

 
WRAP reports on the collective achievements of packaging redesign from the first stage of the Courtauld 
Commitment, asserting that the target on designing out packaging waste growth by 2008 was achieved;  
although the target of delivering absolute reductions in packaging weight by 2010 was missed (due to 
rises in sales and a shift towards products traditionally packaged in heavier materials), an estimated 
520,000 tonnes of primary packaging have been removed as a result of the Commitment between 2005 
and 2009 (8) (9).  Highlights of the materials savings include: 
 

 GlassRite light-weighting has reduced glass use by 133,000 tonnes and bulk importation of wine has 
reduced 32,000 tonnes of CO2 and led to an estimated £27m increase in value to UK glass sector (9). 

 Aluminium cans have been light-weighted by 5% saving 92,000 tonnes of CO2 (9). 

 Plastic bottles have shifted to concentrates, with many lines light-weighted (9). 

 The Seasonal Confectionery Working Group has reduced packaging by 1,000 tonnes per year (9). 
 
Having extolled the evidence for waste prevention, it is worth noting that there are limitations to the 
light-weighting of packaging (18): 
 

 The need to ensure products are tamper proof – this often means that food products have to have 
an additional part or seal e.g. the plastic milk bottle. 

 Association of quality with weight – some products are expected to be in heavier containers, 
perhaps to justify their quality. 

 Smaller households – smaller portion sizes means more packaging in relation to volume of content. 

 Greater demands for information – including legislative pressures.  

 Brand image - The acceptability of material substitution in terms of impact on brand image.  



WR1403: Business Waste Prevention Evidence Review 
L2m5-4: Retail Sector 

18  For Defra 

 The contents have a greater economic and environmental value than the packaging therefore a 
cautious approach to light-weighting packaging is sensible.a 

 
It is possible tentatively to gauge the remaining opportunity by comparing the reported reductions 
against the opportunity estimated in 2007, although it is worth noting that there are differences in the 
methodologies used to calculate achievements, and also that the ‘best in class’ may have advanced over 
the period.  Nonetheless these calculations suggest that at least two thirds of the opportunity from light-
weighting has now been realised (133,000 tonnes of light-weighting has been achieved by GlassRite 
alone). 
 
A separate area of action is active retailer involvement in the design of their buildings.  A number of 
environmental issues are being considered within this, notably energy and water efficiency; but designing 
for waste reduction has also been considered (23).  The results of the redesign of construction for stores 
are the following: 
 

 Sainsbury’s reduced its plasterboard use in the construction of its Dartmouth store by 44 tonnes 
(23). 

 For a new build supermarket £20,641 of wasted materials, or 69 tonnes, could be designed out 
(some of the financial savings were offset by additional labour and storage costs required to achieve 
them) (24). 

 For the refurbishment of a small retail unit £7,279 of wasted materials, or 23 tonnes, could be 
designed out (some of the financial savings were offset by additional labour and storage costs 
required to achieve them) (25). 
  

                                                           
a
 An example of light-weighting being pushed too far is Birds Eye Limited’s attempt to reducing the thickness of the carton board of its frozen food products 

by 5% or a total of 225 tonnes.  The results of the trial found that the stiffness was not equivalent, which caused problems with stacking, and seal integrity was 
compromised, with only a 1.5% or 54 tonne saving being achieved(44). 
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Table 8: Materials savings achieved through specific packaging redesigns 
Company Product Supported Description Outcomes Ref ID 

Asda 
 

Sandwiches Yes New pack for their Café Sandwich range, 
reducing cardboard sleeve and using a 
plastic film; keeps food fresh for longer 

56% lighter 
packaging 

(6) 

Meat Yes Reduced headroom in plastic trays 279 t/yr (14) 

Coffee Yes Lighter jars adopted for three product lines 278.5 t/yr (21) (26) 

Salad Yes Thinner plastic film trialled 10-15% material 
savings 

(14) 

Boots Gifts Yes Packaging changed from rigid box to 
reusable tin with card sleeve 

95% reduction in 
weight; 900t 

(6) (27) 

Comet Electricals Yes Standardised, simplified and minimised 
packaging use; benchmarked use of 
packaging materials by suppliers 

Not reported (7) 

Co-
operative 
 

Spirits Yes Light-weighted glass bottle (broke 300g 
barrier) 

20t (6) (14) 
(28) 

Ale Yes Light-weighted glass bottle 138t (6) 

Wine Yes Light-weighted glass bottle 445t (29) 

Tomato 
purée 

Yes Depackaging from corrugate 1.8t (14) (30) 

Iceland Various Yes A number of trials in progress on frozen 
and chilled foods to reduce packaging 

Not reported (6) 

Pizzas Yes Remove outer cardboard boxes and cling-
film inner wrap 

By half (30) 

Marks & 
Spencer 

Meat Yes ‘Skin packs’ introduced rather than trays; 
keeps meat fresher for 4 extra days 

69% fall in weight (6) 

Easter eggs Yes Replace plastic drum with film 90% down; 17.5t (6) 

Salads Yes Thinner plastic film with improved seals 10% direct 
savings 

(14) 

Morrisons Cakes, fish, 
meat, veg, 
flowers 

Yes Reducing the thickness of its card in its 
‘Prepared for You’ range 

390t (6) 

Musgraves Vegetables Yes Change from trays to plastic pouches Over 100t (6) 

Sainsbury's Fish Yes Flow wrap solutions, plastic optimisation 104t (6) 

Easter eggs Yes Reductions in packaging 37% fall across 
the range 

(6) 

Cereal Yes Reducing void space in boxes 7.2t (31) 

Garlic bread Yes Removed cardboard carton 160t (7)(16) 

Somerfield Sandwiches Yes Reduced weight whilst ensuring no 
negative affects to shelf life, or protection 

30t (6) 

Tesco Squash Yes Double concentrate squash reducing bottle 
sizes 

1,592t (6) 

Wine Yes Light-weighted glass bottle (300g)  3,500t (29) (32) 

Waitrose Salads Yes Reduce thickness of plastic film 16t (6) 
Source: Collated by Oakdene Hollins/Brook Lyndhurst 
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3.5 Product/Service Innovation 

Two types of product/service innovation examples have been identified for the retail sector.  Table 9 
summarises the evidence. 
 
The first type of action relates to the remanufacturing of equipment.  The reuse and remanufacturing of 
refrigerated display cabinets, which are used in the sale and storage of chilled, and frozen food and 
beverages, typically in supermarkets and convenience stores has led to carbon savings of 8,200 tonnes 
CO2e and material savings of 2,112 tonnes (33).  The impetus for this action was purely voluntary, with 
the individual companies undertaking it driven by financial motives of cutting costs.  A second example of 
equipment is the retreading of tyres by Argos Direct for its commercial fleet saving 103 tonnes of rubber 
(23).   
 
The second group of actions relate to innovations in packaging.  In Canada, Beer Store provides details on 
its take-back and refilling of glass bottles and kegs, which are then resold.  A 98% bottle return rate is 
reported, which implies 92-95% fewer bottles being used and a $160m saving in avoided packaging 
(accrued by the brewers) (11).  In the UK, WRAP provides details on two refillable packaging projects.  
The first is a trial by Asda on the Eziserv in-store dispensing system of fabric conditioners in reusable 
pouches.  Under the assumption of being refilled 10 times, a 96% saving on packaging is possible.a  After a 
successful nine month trial, the project won Innovation of the Year at the UK Packaging Awards.b  
Waitrose report selling its organic milk in an ‘eco-pouch’ and reusable ‘jug’, which uses 75% less plastic 
than the equivalent bottle(6). 
 
 
Table 9: Summary of product/service innovation 
Category Supported Description Outcomes Ref ID 

Equipment No Reuse and remanufacturing of refrigerated 
display cabinets in supermarkets 

8,200 tCO2e, 2,112t of material 
savings  

(33) 

No Argos Direct retreading its tyres for 
commercial fleet 

103t of rubber (23) 

Packaging No Returnable bottles for refilling  
by Beer Store in Canada 

$160m in avoided packaging (11) 

Yes Waitrose selling organic milk in ‘eco-pouch’ to 
be used in reusable ‘jug’ 

Pouch uses 75% less plastic 
than equivalent bottle 

(6) 

Yes Asda trial of reusable Eziserv In-Store-
Dispensing-System for fabric conditioner 

Potential to save 96% of plastic 
packaging 

Notes 
a, b 

Source: Collated by Oakdene Hollins/Brook Lyndhurst 

 
 

  

                                                           
a Fabric conditioner trial marks start of reusable revolution, WRAP website [accessed 08/12/2010] 
b Win marks end of successful wrap trial, WRAP press release 22 November 2010 
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3.6 Mixed Approaches 

Under mixed approaches the Carrier Bag Commitments are noteworthy and successful actions (see 
Box 4).  They represent a mixed approach as they combine the following approaches: 
 

 waste minimisation: simply issuing fewer carrier bags 

 clean operations: replacing single-use bags with reusable bags 

 green products: redesign of carrier bags to use less material (and also greater recycled content). 
 
Two Carrier Bag Commitments have been implemented: 
 

 25% Commitment: to reduce the environmental impact of carrier bags by 25% by the end of 2008 
(against a 2006 baseline).  This was target was exceeded, with a 40% reduction achieved through 
reducing the number of carrier bags issued, increasing recycled content and reducing carrier bag 
weight (34).   

 50% Commitment: to cut the number of single-use carrier bags issued by 50% by spring 2009 
(against a 2006 baseline).  This target was narrowly missed, with a 48% reduction in single-used 
carrier bags achieved (34), although a 56% reduction in weight in single use bags was achieved 
(3,859 tonnes) and virgin polymer content fell by 65% (35). 

 
A number of retailers report the specific actions they undertook in response to the Commitments, which 
are summarised in Table 10: 
 

 Asda has a 1,200% increase in the sale of reusable bags and reduced carrier bag use by 500,000. 

 Somerfield introduced a smaller size with 40% less material and cut carrier bags use by 44%. 

 Sainsbury’s trained 100,000 staff to talk about the issue of carrier bags, and increased recycled 
content to 50% from 33%. 

 Tesco removed 3 billion bags from circulation and 50% of customers choose bag-less delivery from 
Tesco.com. 

 The Co-operative Group reports successful regional initiatives, with West Yorkshire reducing the 
number of bags given away by 78%, Mid-counties ceasing issue of free plastic bags (replaced by 
cotton) and Plymouth and South West reducing the volume of standard bags by 60%. 

 Waitrose removed carrier bags from view at checkouts, increased sales of ‘bags for life’ by 1100% 
and reduced the number of carrier bags given out by 45-60%. 

 
 
Table 10: Summary of actions taken by retailers on carrier bag reduction 
Company Supported Actions Outcomes Ref ID 

Asda Yes Reusable bags  
Reductions in issuing 

Sales of reusable bags up 1,200% 
Carrier bag use down 500,000 

(36) 
(37) 

Sainsbury Yes Trained staff to talk to customers 
Increased recycled content 

100,000 staff trained 
Recycled content to 50% (from 33%) 

(37) 

Somerfield Yes Introduce smaller sizes 
Reductions in issuing 

40% less material in smaller size 
Carrier bag issuing down 44% 

(36) 
(37) 

Tesco Yes Reductions in issuing 
Provide bagless delivery options 

Carrier bag use down by 3 billion 
50% of online customers chose bagless 

(37) 

Co-operative Yes Reductions in issuing West Yorkshire reduced by 78% 
Midcounties ceased free plastic bags 
South West reduced by 60% 

(37) 

Waitrose Yes Remove carrier bags from view 
Reductions in issuing  
Reusable bags  

‘Bags for life’ sales up by 1,100% 
Reduced by 45-60% 

(37) 

Source: Collated by Oakdene Hollins/Brook Lyndhurst 
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Box 4: The Carrier Bag Commitment  

 
 
 
 

3.7 Reduction of Hazardousness 

Within the scope and limitations of this survey, we did not locate evidence on hazard reduction in the 
retail sector.  However for replacement tyres, which are designated as a special waste that is banned 
from landfill, some activity was reported by Argos Direct (23).   
 
 

3.8 Additional Case Studies 

Below are two case studies which affect members of the retail sector and which illustrate a range of 
tactics used to increase resource efficiency. 
 

21 leading retailers committed in 2007 to reduce by 25% the environmental impact of their carrier bags.  
WRAP monitored the agreement which was made between businesses and the Government.  The target, to 
be met by the end of 2008 against a 2006 baseline, was exceeded with a 40% reduction.  The number of 
carrier bags issued was cut by 26%, their recycled content was increased and their average weight reduced.  
Seven supermarket chains entered into a further agreement to halve the number of single-use carrier bags 
issued by spring 2009, against a 2006 baseline.  The second target was only narrowly missed - a 48% 
reduction was achieved.  However, the overall weight of single use bags was cut by 56%, while virgin 
polymer content fell by 65%.  Specific actions taken by signatories include charging for single-use bags, 
removing them from view, selling ‘bags for life’ to customers and offering bagless home deliveries via 
online shopping. 
 
Business Benefits  

 Data on the financial benefits from issuing fewer bags are strictly confidential but retailers are likely 
to have made significant savings. 

 The ‘CSR value’ of being seen to help customers help the environmental is a less tangible but 
important benefit. 

 
Drivers 

 The retail sector felt that signing up to the Commitment would avoid the alternative of the UK 
Government introducing a ban or taxation as in other countries (e.g. Ireland). 

 The opportunity to reduce costs through avoided landfill tax was also a motivator. 
 
Key Elements for Success 

 Support for the Carrier Bag Commitment from two trade bodies, the British Retail Consortium and the 
Packaging and Film Association, was important. 

 While progress towards the global targets was monitored and published by WRAP, individual retailer 
performance was kept strictly confidential. 

 In-store materials, slogans and loyalty schemes devised by signatories engaged customers to reuse 
carrier bags. 

 Signatories trained their staff to discuss the issue of carrier bags with customers. 
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Box 5: The Dorset Resource Efficiency Club (REC) 

 

The Dorset REC ran for 12 months from September 2006, one of 70 such clubs operating across the UK 
between 2005 and 2008.  The initiative targeted waste prevention through reduced production and office 
waste, packaging and usage of raw materials.  Dorset Business, the county’s chamber of commerce, was 
appointed as the Dorset REC’s Project Manager after demonstrating the necessary skills and knowledge.  The 
South West of England Regional Development Agency promoted the REC locally while the South West Waste 
Minimisation Group acted as Delivery Partner.  Participation by member companies was free, but as a 
condition they had to produce regular reports and provide resources in kind.  Members represented several 
sectors such as manufacturing (e.g. Pilkington floor tiles), retail (e.g. New Look), entertainment (e.g. Bowlplex) 
and office supplies (e.g. Osmond Group).  Benchmarking visits reviewed processes, resource use and wastes 
with 2-3 days’ worth of consultancy advice and follow up monitoring.  Green networking groups provided 
mentoring and an opportunity to exchange ideas and share best practice. 
 
Business Benefits 

 Dorset was perhaps the most successful REC in the country.  It aimed to generate savings of £200,000, 
equivalent to five times the funding.  Actual savings amounted to £261K for the implementation year, 
and the savings to grant ratio eventually exceeded 50.  The South West region in general achieved the 
highest savings overall, although mostly as a result of improved energy efficiency. 

 
Drivers 

 The main drivers for businesses were to promote competitiveness by developing resource efficient 
solutions and driving down costs in the supply chain. 

 Dorset Business promoted the REC by claiming that members could save 3% of turnover which would 
“go straight to the bottom line”; benefits that could come “in months not years”, saving the equivalent 
of “£1,000 per employee”. 

 Another benefit for members was access to advice on complying with environmental legislation, often a 
worry for smaller businesses. 

 
Key Elements for Success 

 Close working relationships and frequent communication between Dorset Business and member 
companies was vital, as was sharing best practice and networking between members. 

 Site visits, detailed case studies, web-based discussions, breakfast or lunch events and award 
ceremonies contributed to the success. 

 The cross-sectoral nature of the Dorset REC might also have been important as different perspectives to 
resource efficiency could be shared between industries. 

 
Sources 
http://www.dorsetforyou.com/media.jsp?mediaid=124745&filetype=pdf ; 
http://www.swwmg.co.uk/downloads/Liam_Baker_SWWMG_presentation_Sept_2007.ppt 

http://www.dorsetforyou.com/media.jsp?mediaid=124745&filetype=pdf
http://www.swwmg.co.uk/downloads/Liam_Baker_SWWMG_presentation_Sept_2007.ppt
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Box 6: Business Resource Efficiency (BRE) campaign 

 
 
  

Launched in 2009, BRE was a Defra-led nationwide initiative aimed at effecting long term behaviour change in 
businesses with fewer than ten employees (micro SMEs).  Other Government departments involved were 
Business, Innovation & Skills and the Department of Energy and Climate Change.  The BRE campaign consisted 
of ‘top ten tips’ on waste, water and energy efficiency, each signposting to further information on the 
Business Link web page.  The first phase of the intervention was part of an existing cross-Government 
campaign called ‘Real Help’ aimed at all businesses.  The second phase, an element of Defra’s ‘Act On 
CO2’activity, focused on the retail, manufacturing and hospitality sectors. 
 
Communications Channels  

 A one-page website www.businesslink.gov.uk/savingmoney integrated with the ‘Real Help’ campaign – 
redesigned to be more sector-specific for the second phase. 

 A combination of national and trade press advertising. 

 A 30-second radio ad played on regional stations for a 2-week period. 

 Various PR activities using a spokesperson to generate editorial coverage and radio interviews. 

 A short email sent to about 40,000 SMEs with snippets of case studies and a link to the campaign page. 

 Online – display and search advertising. 
 
Outcomes 

 Resource efficiency “is a noisy market place” so the direct impact of the BRE campaign was hard to 
quantify.  It seems that the second phase resulted in little behaviour change although it may have 
bolstered the resource efficiency message amongst businesses, reminding them of good practice. 

 
Key Elements for Success 

 The involvement of ‘eco-design expert’ Rob Holdway as a spokesperson to generate editorial coverage 
and radio interviews was a successful element of the BRE campaign. 

 Targeting trade press was more successful than online advertising in terms of spend versus recognition.  
A more in-depth advertorial approach might have been more suitable than straight-forward tip-based 
adverts. 

 
*NB. ‘BRE’ in this context should not be confused with Buildings Research Establishment – formerly a government agency but now 
an independent organisation rebranded as ‘bre’. 
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4 Behavioural Aspects 

4.1 Attitudes  

Evidence on the attitudes of retailers is available from the results of two surveys.  The first is the Cardiff 
Retailer Survey, which surveyed attitudes of 50 retailers of varying sizes in 2003 (38).  The results include: 
 

 17 of the retailers answered that they monitored their waste expenditure 

 8 retailers reported that they had conducted a waste audit in the last three years 

 9 retailers reported that they have a published environmental policy  

 3 retailers had been involved in a business environmental group or waste minimisation club (see 
Section 3.8). 

 
The data are available disaggregated by company size, which reveals that the larger retailers (measured 
by number of employees) were more likely to report involvement in the above waste minimisation 
activities.   
 
The second survey comes from the North West of England by Enworks, reporting the attitudes of retailers 
as part of its 2009 Resource Efficiency Survey (39):   
 

 79% of retailers and wholesalers surveyed perceived that resource efficiency was important 

 24% reported that they had taken action to improve resource efficiency 

 1% of the investment undertaken by retailers had exceeded £2,000 (39). 
 
It should be noted that these levels of awareness and engagement were the lowest percentage of the 
sectors surveyed.a  There is evidence however that some retailers such as M&S, The Co-operative and 
Waitrose are becoming more environmentally conscious and considering a wide range of concerns, 
including waste related to packaging (40). 
 
 

4.2 Motivators 

In terms of motivations, the majority of the actions identified however have been supported, notably by 
WRAP through the Courtauld Commitment.  Additionally where actions have been listed as voluntary, 
many are likely to have been at least indirectly motivated by Courtauld Commitment involvement.  
Signature to the Courtauld Commitment is voluntary, but important motivators are likely to have been 
sectoral pressure and the CSR agenda.  A number of the grocery retailers offer an insight to the 
motivating factors associated with their involvement (Table 11).  Key messages that come from this 
evidence are the importance of the following motivators: 
 

 Contributing to a company’s existing CSR agenda e.g. Asda’s packaging target, Marks & Spencer’s 
Plan A Commitment and Musgrave’s Packaging Policy.  Similar motivators were also present for 
some of the participants of the Oregon Packaging trial (10). 

 Customer Pressure: notably for Easter eggs (9), but also more widely as reported by Waitrose, 

 Policy Involvement: e.g. by Boots wanting to ensure its approach “is aligned with national strategy”. 
 
  

                                                           
a
 Sectors included in the NW survey were Food & Drink, Digital & Creative, Advanced engineering & manufacturing, Business Services, Construction, Retail & 

wholesale, Leisure & tourism, Transport & logistics and Energy intensive manufacturing. 
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Table 11: Supporting quotes for Courtauld Commitment activity from grocery retailers 
Company Supporting Quote Motivators Barriers Enablers 

Asda  
Wal-Mart 

By working closely with the programme on the Courtauld 
Commitment and the GlassRite project, we will achieve 
the massive target we have set ourselves: to reduce 
packaging by 25% the end of 2008. 

CSR target     

Boots Working in partnership with WRAP through the Courtauld 
Commitment has enabled us to ensure our approach is 
aligned with national strategy. 

Policy 
Involvement 

    

Co-
operative 
Group 

Being involved with WRAP and the Courtauld 
Commitment has been a great way of focussing our 
environmental efforts - their guidance and support has 
been extremely valuable to us. Our involvement ... proves 
that it is possible for packaging to be resource efficient, 
without compromising performance or consumer appeal. 

CSR Packaging 
performance, 
Customer 
perception 

Focus efforts, 
Provide 
guidance & 
support 

Iceland Iceland has been working in conjunction with WRAP for a 
few years on a number of initiatives to work towards the 
targets set by the Courtauld Commitment. As a result 
Iceland has managed to reduce our overall packaging 
waste even though sales have increased year on year. 

  Maintain 
sales 

  

M&S M&S is committed to reducing packaging and working 
with WRAP as part of our Plan A commitments. We have 
worked really hard to reduce the packaging on our Easter 
range ... we understand that our customers still want to 
buy beautiful looking gifts, just with less packaging and 
we are making it easy for them to do this. 

Plan A 
Commitments, 
Customer 
Pressure 

Customer 
perception 

  

Morrisons Morrisons is committed to reducing the volume of 
household packaging waste and finding more recyclable 
packaging alternatives and our involvement with the 
Courtauld Commitment is helping us to achieve this.  

CSR     

Musgrave 
Group 

With the support of WRAP, Musgrave Group is working to 
drive innovation and change aimed at reducing the 
packaging associated with our own-brand products ... 
whilst ensuring that it complies with the requirements of 
our Packaging Policy.  

CSR - 
packaging 
policy 

    

Sainsbury’s Our involvement in the Courtauld Commitment has 
helped to drive innovation internally as well as 
throughout our supply chain. Achieving the optimum 
solution is sometimes challenging as it involves balancing 
environmental concerns with customer requirements, as 
well as a range of other considerations. However, 
sometimes these goals complement each other. 

CSR Customer 
requirements 

  

Somerfield Working with WRAP under the Courtauld Commitment 
has raised the profile of packaging optimisation and food 
waste reduction within our business. It has also 
highlighted areas where previously information was 
lacking. 

    Raised 
profile, 
Provide 
information 

Waitrose Reducing packaging is important to our customers and is 
now a key part of our business. Our work with WRAP, the 
BRC and other retailers ... demonstrates the positive 
results that can be achieved through collaboration. 

Customer 
pressure 

  Collaboration 

Source: (6)  
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Whilst many of the waste prevention actions undertaken do not specifically provide details of the 
motivators, it is possible to disentangle them implicitly by what or where organisations report the 
evidence.  Under food waste minimisation activities e.g. donations to FareShare, the references often 
point back to company websites or a CSR report, which makes it reasonable to assume that the CSR 
agenda represents an important motivator.  It is also revealing for the reusable packaging examples the 
number of actions where the financial savings are clearly reported, highlighting cost savings as another 
important motivator.  This is the case for light-weighting of packaging, as most activity is taking place in 
areas that will lead to increase profit-making, some of which activity also offer positive environmental 
impacts (18).  The financial motivator is explicitly stated for the remanufacturing of refrigerated display 
cabinets and was the reason why this activity was occurring voluntarily and independently of policy.  
Some actions by retailers have explicitly combined the CSR and financial motivations, notably Plan A from 
M&S who report that it has generated £50m of additional profita by acting as a ‘unique selling point’ for 
the company, enabling it to differentiate itself from its competitors (see Box 7). 
 
 
Box 7: Waste prevention by Marks & Spencer 

 

                                                           
a
 M&S (2010), “How we do business report 2010” 

“To reduce non-glass product packaging by 25% by 2012”, and “to send zero waste to landfill by the start of 
2012” are just two of the aims in Plan A, Marks & Spencer’s high profile sustainability strategy launched in 
January 2007.  The Plan sets out 100 commitments on climate change, waste reduction, raw materials, 
ethical trading and customers’ health to be achieved by 2012.  A further 80 commitments to be fulfilled by 
2015 were recently added.  M&S wants to be known as “the world’s most sustainable major retailer”.  
Examples of specific waste prevention include asking suppliers to switch to returnable and bulk transit 
packaging, using lighter and reduced primary packaging, and the phasing out of PVC from packaging and 
products.  Food waste has also been challenged, particularly by improving stock planning through more 
accurate demand forecasting systems; in addition M&S has donated 1,200 tonnes of usable surplus food to 
charity. 
 
Business Benefits 

 A 78% reduction in packaging waste was achieved by the switching to returnable and bulk transit 
packaging solutions.  For instance, M&S worked with its supplier Tibbett & Britten Group to use transit 
packaging for groups of products rather than to individually pack them. 

 As well as helping the environment, Plan A has helped M&S’s bottom line.  In 2010, the retailer 
reported that Plan A had generated £50m of additional profit by acting as a “unique selling point”, 
enabling it to differentiate itself from its competitors. 

 
Drivers 

 M&S’s CSR agenda is clearly a motivating factor, and seems itself to driven by changing consumer 
attitudes; the company states that “we understand that our customers still want to buy beautiful 
looking gifts, just with less packaging and we are making it easy for them to do this”. 

 Although Plan A is a voluntary initiative, M&S had previously been engaged with Envirowise’s Supply 
Chain Partnerships scheme which encouraged retailers to work with supply chains to improve 
environmental performance and maximise profit margins.  Some of the Plan A actions are also 
compatible with WRAP’s Courtauld Commitment Phases 1 and 2, to which M&S is a signatory.  

 
Key Elements for Success 

 Marks & Spencer’s has used its considerable power in the supply chain to help it achieve its goals on 
waste prevention.  Rather than simply accepting suppliers’ ‘green claims’ at face value, M&S’s buyers 
choose suppliers, and provide clear requirements to them, based on their contribution to Plan A. 

 Flexibility has been important.  For instance, in 2008-9 M&S relaxed its food pricing rules in UK stores to 
lower the cost of items approaching sell-by dates; this led to a 20% reduction in food waste.   

 
Source: http://corporate.marksandspencer.com/documents/publications/2010/how_we_do_business_report_2010 

 

http://corporate.marksandspencer.com/documents/publications/2010/how_we_do_business_report_2010
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For the Carrier Bag Commitment it appears that the threat of taxation and legislation was the primary 
motivator (41).  Sectoral pressure from BRC involvement also appears to have been important motivating 
factor.  A further policy driver that was mentioned was the Landfill Tax (40).  It is noted however that the 
Landfill Tax is an indirect driver for waste prevention, which can incentivise waste diversion activities such 
as recycling rather than waste prevention.a  No evidence was found for supplier pressure being a 
motivator for waste prevention by retailers; indeed evidence was found for the reverse of retailers, that 
is retailers being able exert their influence down the supply chain (3).   
 
 

4.3 Barriers 

In its coverage of the retail sector, WRAP has identified a number of other waste prevention 
opportunities for grocery retailers.  Many of these opportunities represent ‘quick wins’ in the form of 
modifications to processes and procedures, and changes to specifications.  However, a culture change is 
often required to embed resource efficiency and continuous improvement into organisations so as to 
move the emphasis away from waste management and towards waste prevention.  This needs to be 
undertaken at the corporate level and requires strong leadership (3).  Some of the supporting quotes on 
the Courtauld Commitment are revealing in terms of the barriers they mention (Table 11).  Sainsbury’s 
reports that “balancing environmental concerns with customer requirements, as well as a range of other 
considerations.  However, sometimes these goals complement each other” (6).  Barriers specifically 
mentioned by signatories include customer perception, packaging performance and maintaining sales. 
 
An internal report by Brook Lyndhurst attempts to unpick the influences and barriers that are important 
in packaging optimisation decisions based upon survey and focus group evidence from retailers, 
designers, manufacturers and packers/fillers (40).  Some of these barriers are specific to packaging, but 
many can be applied to waste prevention more generally.  From this study six key barriers were 
identified: 
 

1. Lack of information: particularly information that goes beyond weight reduction. 

2. Cost of changing manufacturing and filling lines: many examples were found of abandoned light-
weighted packaging solutions: 75% of respondents had experienced a reduction in weight rejected 
because of these costs, which can range from £50,000 to £2m.  

3. Consumer opinions and perceptions of consumer opinion: a belief was uncovered that consumers 
are uninterested in the environmental impacts of packaging and are not demanding lighter 
packaging – if anything, bigger and heavier packaging is desired to create a sense of ‘premium’ 
product. 

4. Competition: weight reductions have to be justified by their financial benefits and individual 
companies are unwilling to make substantial changes without their competitors following suit.  
Additionally if a particular company has funded the innovation they are generally unwilling to 
share it with their competitors. 

5. Lack of supply chain co-operation: including short-term relationships between retailers and their 
suppliers that acts as a disincentive to invest, and a disconnection between designers and other 
parts of the supply chain. 

6. Corporate philosophy: many managers in key positions rarely spend more than two years in a 
particular role and are intent on satisfying corporate Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) such as 
maximising sales and minimising costs, with little regard to environmental considerations.  It was 
noted that awareness of corporate sustainability varies considerably within and between 
organisations, and it was suggested that those responsible for CSR at large retailers are often 
peripheral to decision-making and lack influence 

 
The Oregon packaging study identified a number of barriers to waste prevention, which prevented the 
implementation of some of the recommendations.  Two specific examples from the Oregon Packaging 

                                                           
a
 Willis (2010), “Market Failures in Remanufacturing”, http://www.remanufacturing.org.uk/pdf/story/1p352.pdf, [accessed 7 June 2011] 

http://www.remanufacturing.org.uk/pdf/story/1p352.pdf
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trial highlight other types of barrier that exist within companies.  Norm Thompson Outfitters had an 
internal standard that prohibited shifting packaging away from corrugated boxes to plastic bags.  The 
relaxing of this internal standard led to the greatest savings of any of the packaging changes within the 
project ($680,000 or 370 tons) (10).  OfficeMax were simply unaware of instances of excessive packaging 
use within the company.  It was not until photos and data were sent to the company and demonstrated 
that they did indeed have a problem of over-packaging, that they took note and decided to participate in 
the trial.  Generic barriers that the study identified were (10): 
 

 staff turnover 

 competing workload priorities 

 misleading information provided by suppliers 

 confusion between waste prevention and recycling objectives. 
 
A final type of barrier relates to innovation associated with disruptive technologies, which can initially 
lower productivity within a business when first introduced as it will have to change patterns of behaviour 
and/or relationships with others.  This can prevent the adoption of technologies that have to potential to 
lead to waste prevention, such as the Eziserv in-store dispensing system.  Selecting a high volume product 
aids the business case for the disruption caused in the supply chain.  Barriers identified within the Eziserv 
trial (41) include: 
 

 Low environmental awareness and frequency of purchase for consumers of the product selected 
(branded products were noted as having higher frequency or purchase with customers also being 
more receptive to innovation in the product). 

 Unclear pricing with discount on one-way packaged products constantly changing affecting 
messaging and purchasing. 

 Lack of flexibility in logistics with a ‘make-move-sell’ mentality prevalent. 
 
 

4.4 Enablers 

Due to the large body of evidence associated with Commitments, this should be seen as a key enabler for 
bringing change in the sector.  Three Commitments are of particular note within the retail sector: 
 

1. British Retail Consortium’s Better Retailing Climate 

2. Carrier Bag Commitment. 

3. The Courtauld Commitment 
 
Additionally, some retailers are engaged in WRAP’s construction commitment, Halving Waste to Landfill 
(42). 
 
The Better Retailing Climate initiative was launched by the British Retail Consortium (BRC) in April 2008 
setting out goals and establishing the industry’s collective environmental ambitions (4).  A range of 
leading retailers signed up to this voluntary initiative (accounting for 49% by value of the UK retail market 
(43)).  For waste, the indicator established was to divert waste from landfill so that less than 50% of 
waste is landfilled by 2013 (this was revised upwards in 2008 from 25%), by minimising waste from 
operations and managing sustainably any unavoidable waste (in 2009 23% of waste was sent to landfill).  
The BRC reports that between 2005 and 2010, total weight of waste produce fell by 3% (43), indicating 
that the Commitment could be an important vehicle for waste prevention even if the metric used for 
waste is that of waste diversion rather than waste prevention.  It is noted that BRC involvement in the 
Carrier Bag Commitment contributed to the success of the Commitment (34) (35). 
 
The Courtauld Commitment is a voluntary agreement between WRAP and over 40 major grocery 
retailers, brand owners, manufacturers and suppliers, which was launched in 2005.  The Courtauld 
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Commitment has been shown to be a powerful vehicle for change, and has already resulted in real 
reductions in packaging and food waste, and realised significant commercial savings (8).  The scope of the 
first phase of the Commitment was predominantly on tackling household food and drink and packaging 
waste, albeit with a strong emphasis on waste reduction.  The second phase, launched in March 2010, 
expands the scope to include waste in the supply chain (including that produced back-of-store in retail).a   
 
Many signatories to Courtauld Commitment also explicitly comment that the Commitment helped bring 
change and achieve internal CSR targets (Table 11).  Specific enablers mentioned by signatories include: 
 

 focusing environmental efforts / raising the profileb 

 providing guidance and supportb 

 providing information 

 facilitating collaboration. 
 
The importance of retailer involvement in the Courtauld Commitment should not be understated as 
retailers are considered very influential in the supply chain; their involvement can be crucial in 
influencing or even dictating to other players.  This power can be subtle: Brand owners and 
manufacturers have rarely seen light-weighted products rejected by retailers, and retailers would argue 
that in fact their position is not as strong as some report since what they provide is ultimately driven by 
consumer demand.  Part of the success of the Courtauld Commitment is attributed to the fact that it has 
engaged senior managers and helped incorporate waste prevention into company KPIs (40).  Evidence 
from the Oregon Packaging trial lends support for the use of Waste Prevention ‘Champions’ from the 
corporate staff as an enabler for change within an organisation (10).   
 
For the Eziserv in-store dispensing system some critical success factors that represent enables were 
identified.  These include having a high profile during the launch phase to manage the change, ensuring a 
low weight relative to non-refillable packaging to underpin environmental and economic benefits, and 
sharing the benefits between customers, retailers and producers (41).  Where disruptive technologies are 
involved, supported trials are considered an important enabler for change. 
 
 

  

                                                           
a
 See http://www.wrap.org.uk/retail_supply_chain/voluntary_agreements/courtauld_commitment/index.html for further details 

b
 It is noted that light-weighting of packaging has occurred for years, but the Courtauld Commitment has raised its profile and made it a mainstream activity 

by sharing information such materials, methods and information on consumer perception.  This is exemplified by GlassRite (21)(22). 

http://www.wrap.org.uk/retail_supply_chain/voluntary_agreements/courtauld_commitment/index.html
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5 Conclusions 

5.1 Learning 

 Waste generated by the sector is falling as evidenced by Defra’s own statistics which show a drop 
from around 16 to 11 million tonnes between 2006 and 2009.  (However, we advise caution as there 
is a change in reporting basis resulting in interpolation within the services sector in 2006 and 
extrapolation from England to the UK for the 2009.  There appears, however, to be no correlation 
with underlying business activity.) 

 

 The weight of evidence for business waste prevention is strongest for the following areas: 
 

 Reusable and returnable transit packaging (RTP) systems between retailers and their suppliers.  
A wide range of retailers have successfully introduced reusable packaging, with collective 
savings from reported initiatives of over 150,000 tonnes of packaging and £450,000 per year. 
 

 Light-weighting of packaging with the effect of reducing household waste.  An estimated 
520,000 tonnes of primary packaging have been removed as a result of the Courtauld 
Commitment from initiatives by retailers and food manufacturers. 
 

 Carrier bag reduction where a mixed approach has been used of issuing fewer carrier bags, 
introducing reusable bags and redesign to use less material.  A 48% reduction in the number of 
bags issued and a 56% reduction in weight of single use bags are among the achievements. 
 

 Other currently small-scale activities are occurring:  There is evidence that changes to 
product/services can have beneficial effects, notably in the use of refillable consumer packaging 
(e.g. Eziserv) and this may have significant potential if adopted more widely.  Retailers have also 
engaged in reuse and life-extension activities of their own equipment - for example by the 
remanufacture of their in-store refrigeration units and other equipment. 

 

 Evidence outside of these areas is relatively limited (a considerable level of activity is reported 
within food waste minimisation but quantified outcomes are seldom reported). 

 

 Commitments have been a significant driver within the sector, with the Courtauld Commitment in 
particular generating a large body of evidence of waste prevention within the grocery retail sub-
sector.  Engagement of senior management and the sharing of information between peers are 
considered to be among the factors that have led to its success.  The CSR agenda and customer 
pressure are noted by a number of retailers as being important motivators behind their involvement 
in the Courtauld Commitment.  The Carrier Bag Commitment is another example of a successful 
commitment, albeit within a narrowly defined area.   

 
 

5.2 Insights 

The action being taken by retailers for the waste associated with their own operations appears to focus 
more on diversion of waste from landfill, and less on waste prevention (3).  Waste prevention offers 
larger financial and CO2 savings than diversion since it eliminates not only disposal costs, but also un-
necessary raw material manufacturing, processing, shipment etc.  One study estimated that savings of 
£627 per tonne from prevention compared to £70 per tonne from diversion.  Even with such incentives, 
the barriers to implementation seem to be such that easier waste diversion activities are preferred. 
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For packaging, where appropriate, some retailers have introduced RTP systems to reduce the volume of 
packaging being used, and for food waste a number of retailers are donating surplus food to charitable 
organisations such as FareShare.  Initiatives such as this and Courtauld 2 will help move the emphasis 
from diversion to prevention.   
 
The action being used by retailers to tackle household food and drink and packaging waste is relatively 
advanced as it has a strong emphasis on waste reduction, particularly through voluntary agreements such 
as the Courtauld Commitment, which are comparatively well-evidenced.  Other initiatives, such as the 
BRC’s Better Retailing Climate do not currently address waste prevention.  However Better Retailing 
Climate’s broad representation across all types of retailers could make it a suitable vehicle for driving 
improvements in waste prevention outside of food retail, were its objectives extended to include it. 
 
The aspect of reuse and product/service innovation, we know anecdotally that leading retailers such as 
Sainsbury’s are centrally aggregating and redistributing business equipment, furniture and other goods 
for reuse elsewhere within their enterprises.  This waste avoidance is unlikely to be captured using 
traditional metrics; we believe that these enterprises are interested in using the Scope 3 carbon benefits 
of this avoidance to demonstrate low-carbon credentials to local authority planners.  These form useful 
pioneering actions amenable to wider promotion. 
 
 

5.3 Research Gaps 

We could not locate evidence giving insights into the following topics where evidence might have been 
expected.  These are therefore suggested as possible research gaps: 
 

 The impact of increased online retail activity, which is taking growing and increasing share of 
retailing activity, but the waste implications of this have not been found in the evidence. 
 

 The impact of moving to ‘just-in-time’ production, which is known to have occurred within the 
sector.  Its effect on waste has not been established, unlike for other sectors e.g. construction. 
 

 The impact on waste of shelf-ready packaging, which is being used to speed up shelf filling.  The 
effect on waste is unclear.  On the one hand anecdotal evidence suggests it may increase corrugate 
usage, but on the other hand material substitution (such as to plastic pouches) can sometimes be 
introduced alongside the changes. 
 

 The impact of moving towards convenience food e.g. microwaveable ready meals, where packaging 
may be added to improve convenience for customers. 
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