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1. Introduction 
 

1.1. The Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT) is pleased to have the opportunity to respond 
to the Call for Evidence on tackling the plastics problem, published on 13 March, 2018. 

 
1.2. AAT is submitting this response on behalf of our membership and for the wider public benefit of 

achieving sound and effective administration of taxes. 
 

1.3. AAT has added comment to add value or highlight aspects that need to be considered further.   
 

1.4. AAT has focussed on the operational elements of the proposals and has provided opinion on the 
practicalities of implementing the measures outlined.   

 
1.5. Furthermore, the comments reflect the potential impact that the proposed changes would have 

on SMEs and micro-entities, many of which employ AAT members or would be represented by 
AAT’s 4,250 licensed accountants. 

 
2. Executive summary  

 
2.1. AAT strongly supports efforts to reduce the use of single-use plastics. This should be done 

by encouraging the development of alternatives, penalising the use of single-use plastics (either 
through taxation, charges or both) and incentivising behaviour change. 
 

2.2. Government must widely consult with environmental agencies and industry to ensure the 
right type of behaviour is encouraged. For example, in relation to producers and 
biodegradable products, Government must differentiate between bioplastics and biodegradable 
plastics derived from petrochemicals. 
 

2.3. There is much that can be done not just by producers and the general public but by the 
wider business community. In other words, this is not simply any issue for the public and 
plastics producers, businesses across the board need to make more responsible choices in this 
area. For example, AAT, like an increasing number of businesses, has removed almost all single-
use plastics from its offices. 
 

3. AAT response to the consultation paper 
 

3.1. The following paragraphs outline AAT’s response to the proposals outlined in the Call for 
Evidence.  Only those sections/questions where AAT has a comment to make have been listed. 
 
How should the government define single-use plastics, and what items should be included and 
excluded, and why? 

 
3.2. The definition should be as simple as possible to ensure widespread public understanding, not 

directed simply at producers and businesses. A reasonable starting point would be something 
along the lines of, “Single-use plastics are plastics “generally” used only once before they are 
disposed of or recycled.”  

 
3.3. AAT is not aware of any sound reason for excluding certain forms of single-use plastics  
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What are the most important problems associated with single-use plastics, and why?  
 

3.4. Most single-use plastics are not biodegradable and therefore last centuries in the natural 
environment. This impacts upon society in a variety of ways, not least by causing an eyesore 
whether in rural or urban areas. The damage to wildlife is considerable and growing. The 
situation is compounded by the knowledge that most plastics are recyclable, that cost-effective 
alternatives often exist and that consumer behaviour change would go a long way to solving the 
problem  
 
Are there more environmentally friendly alternatives, currently available or possible in the future, 
to these types of single-use plastic items or their manufacturing processes, and can they still offer 
similar benefits? 

 
3.5. There would be appear to be a number of options within grocery packaging, fast food packaging, 

fast food eating utensils and elsewhere which are fully recyclable and/or biodegradable.  
 

3.6. For example, the most commonly used eating utensils provided by supermarkets and takeaways 
are made from polypropylene and polystyrene – two plastics that are almost impossible to 
recycle. Learning lessons from China, where chopsticks are the primary utensil, these could be 
replaced by knives and forks made from bamboo. This would be preferable to other forms of 
wood as bamboo provides 35% more oxygen than trees1. 

 
Should the government encourage biodegradability in plastics, and if so, how?  

 
3.7. Financial penalties for failure to use biodegradable alternatives where available would be an 

obvious route although Government must be careful to distinguish between bioplastics 
(components derived from renewable raw materials) and plastics made 
from petrochemicals containing biodegradable additives which enhance biodegradation but are 
clearly not as favourable and as environmentally friendly as bioplastics. This could be done by 
imposing lower taxes on bioplastics than those made from petrochemicals. 

 
In your opinion, how can the tax system or charges play a role in delivering better environmental 
outcomes at this stage? 

 
3.8. The example given above at 3.7 relating to biodegradable plastics is just one example. There are 

numerous other changes to the tax system that can be imposed upon producers. However, 
changes to the behaviour of the end user are likely to be more effective.  

 
3.9. This was the case with the introduction of a 5p charge for single use plastic carrier bags in 

October 2015,2 which led to consumption reducing by more than 80%.  
 

3.10. A Deposit Return Scheme for single use drinks containers will doubtless help too. Less than 50% 
of the 13bn plastic bottles sold in the UK each year are recycled whereas the figure in Germany 
is 99% due primarily to their successful Deposit Return Scheme. As a result, AAT welcomes the 
recently announced decision for such a scheme to be introduced in the UK - whether plastic, 
glass or metal - to reduce the amount of packaging that is wasted rather than recycled. 

 
3.11. AAT is particularly pleased to note the speed with which this is likely to be introduced (later in 

2018) given the repeated calls for such a scheme to be introduced over the last twenty years.  
 

3.12. A further charge that could play a role in delivering better environmental outcomes relates to 
single use coffee and tea cups. The Environmental Audit Committee (EAC) has already 
recommended a 25p levy be imposed on disposable coffee cups to reduce their usage. 
Unfortunately, this was rejected by Ministers earlier this year as it was suggested coffee shops 
should instead offer discounts for customers with reusable cups. As the EAC evidence has 
clearly shown, charges work better than discounts in changing behaviour. This was again 
demonstrated by the plastic bag charge. 

 
 

                                                      
1 Guardian, 2003: https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2003/mar/20/research.science  
2 Gov,uk web site: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/single-use-plastic-carrier-bags-why-were-introducing-the-charge/carrier-
bags-why-theres-a-5p-charge  

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2003/mar/20/research.science
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/single-use-plastic-carrier-bags-why-were-introducing-the-charge/carrier-bags-why-theres-a-5p-charge
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/single-use-plastic-carrier-bags-why-were-introducing-the-charge/carrier-bags-why-theres-a-5p-charge
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What factors influence consumers’ choices related to single-use plastic items?  

 
3.13. AAT contends that price is perhaps the biggest driver of consumer choice in this area. This has 

been largely demonstrated by the introduction of a 5p charge for carrier bags as described 
above. 

 
3.14. That said, ease of usage is a considerable factor too. No one wishes to buy their weekly food 

shop and not have anything to place it in. Similarly, those eating take-away food do so for 
convenience, they do not wish to struggle to find appropriate utensils with which to eat the food. 
This has been one of the considerations relating to coffee purchases, often impulse buys, where 
taking your own cup with you on every occasion is likely to be less than convenient (which is 
another strong argument for imposing a levy). 

 
How can the government encourage the re-use of these items?  

 
3.15. Government, in partnership with business and their representative bodies, can help to raise 

awareness and understanding by disseminating the benefits (social and economic) to 
consumers. 
 

3.16. Financial incentives have a role to play too – as will likely be seen by the Deposit Return 
Scheme.  

 
3.17. Conversely, penalties can impact upon behaviour - a so called “Latte Levy” would demonstrate 

this. 
 

3.18. In summary, there is no single solution to encourage plastics re-use but instead a range of 
options that need to be utilised as part of a coherent package. 

 
Business impact 

 
3.19. There is much that can be done not just by producers and the general public but by the wider 

business community. 
 

3.20. For instance, hotels3 and restaurants4 may seem like obvious businesses to scrap plastic stirrers 
but there is no reason why any other business shouldn’t do the same - AAT removed all plastic 
hot drink stirrers and replaced them with metal teaspoons in 2017, has no plastic cups and will 
shortly be replacing plastic milk containers with glass containers, meaning there will be no single-
plastics used by the organisation.   

 
3.21. These changes have not negatively impacted any of AAT’s 250+ employees or the thousands of 

external visitors who visit AAT’s offices each year. Likewise, AAT will actively encourage its 
members – and the 400,000 British Businesses to whom AATs licensed accountants provide 
accountancy and business advisory services, to seek to reduce their plastic usage wherever 
possible.  

 
3.22. It is also worth noting that whilst consumers respond to business choices, business is responsive 

to consumer demand. In the Netherlands, Supermarket chain Ekoplaza announced its first 
entirely plastic free aisle in February this year 5and will now roll out plastic-free aisles across its 
74 branches by the end of this year – something that over 90% of UK shoppers would support in 
the UK. 

 
3.23. In April 2018, 42 major businesses signed up to support the UK Plastics Pact. This Pact includes 

an aspiration that by 2025 all plastic packaging can be reused, recycled or composted. Whilst this 
is a voluntary scheme which currently has no enforcement mechanism, it is evidence of 
businesses responding to public demand that they will take proactive approaches to reducing 
single use plastic. 6 

                                                      
3 Marriot Hotels, February 2018: http://barmagazine.co.uk/marriott-remove-plastic-straws-uk-hotels/  
4 TGI Fridays, February 2018: http://barmagazine.co.uk/tgi-fridays-remove-plastic-straws-uk-restaurants/  
5 Independent, February 2018: https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/plastic-planet-packaging-free-supermarket-ekoplaza-
amsterdam-netherlands-recycling-pollution-a8232101.html  
6 Reuters, 26 April 2018: https://uk.reuters.com/article/britain-plastic/over-40-companies-pledge-to-cut-uk-plastic-pollution-
idUKL8N1S33QX  

http://www.independent.co.uk/topic/netherlands
http://barmagazine.co.uk/marriott-remove-plastic-straws-uk-hotels/
http://barmagazine.co.uk/tgi-fridays-remove-plastic-straws-uk-restaurants/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/plastic-planet-packaging-free-supermarket-ekoplaza-amsterdam-netherlands-recycling-pollution-a8232101.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/plastic-planet-packaging-free-supermarket-ekoplaza-amsterdam-netherlands-recycling-pollution-a8232101.html
https://uk.reuters.com/article/britain-plastic/over-40-companies-pledge-to-cut-uk-plastic-pollution-idUKL8N1S33QX
https://uk.reuters.com/article/britain-plastic/over-40-companies-pledge-to-cut-uk-plastic-pollution-idUKL8N1S33QX
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Impact on Local Authorities  
 

3.24. In 2016 to 2017 it cost local authorities £682 million or £29 per household to keep UK streets 
clean7. This cost would certainly reduce as there would be less plastic disposed of by the general 
public. Likewise, recycling facilities and landfill costs would likely reduce although what role Local 
Authorities are to play in the new Deposit Return Scheme is yet to be determined and may 
potentially lead to some increase in costs.  
 

4. About AAT 
 

4.1. AAT is a professional accountancy body with approximately 50,000 full and fellow members and 
over 90,000 student and affiliate members worldwide. Of the full and fellow members, there are 
more than 4,250 licensed accountants who provide accountancy and taxation services to over 
400,000 British businesses.  
 

4.2. AAT is a registered charity whose objectives are to advance public education and promote the 
study of the practice, theory and techniques of accountancy and the prevention of crime and 
promotion of the sound administration of the law. 

 
5. Further information 

 
If you have any queries, require any further information or would like to discuss any of the above 
points in more detail, please contact Phil Hall, AAT Head of Public Affairs & Public Policy, at: 
 
E-mail: phil.hall@aat.org.uk  Telephone: 07392 310264 Twitter: @PhilHallAAT 
 
Association of Accounting Technicians, 140 Aldersgate Street, London, EC1A 4HY 

             
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
7 DEFRA, February 2018: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/litter-and-littering-in-england-2016-to-2017/litter-and-littering-in-
england-2016-to-2017  

mailto:phil.hall@aat.org.uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/litter-and-littering-in-england-2016-to-2017/litter-and-littering-in-england-2016-to-2017
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/litter-and-littering-in-england-2016-to-2017/litter-and-littering-in-england-2016-to-2017
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