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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1. The Office for the Internal Market (OIM)’s purpose is to support the effective 
operation of the UK internal market through the application of economic and other 
technical advice. The OIM is part of the Competition and Markets Authority (CMA). 

 
2. This report sets out the OIM’s findings of a discretionary review of single-use plastic 

(SUP) restrictions under section 33(1) of the UK Internal Market Act 2020 (the Act). 
Section 33(1) of the Act allows the OIM to review any matter relevant to assessing or 
promoting the effective operation of the internal market in the UK.  

Focus of this report 

3. This report is principally concerned with the effects of SUP regulations on 
businesses, with a specific focus on the functioning of the UK internal market. 
Governments have been taking action to regulate SUP products which are not 
commonly reused or recycled because of their impact on the environment. SUP 
material often does not decompose and can last centuries in landfill or alternatively 
ends up as litter in the natural environment, which in turn can pollute soils, rivers and 
oceans, and harm the wildlife that inhabit them.  

 
4. Our review has considered different types of regulations, such as bans and pricing 

restrictions, covering a range of SUP products (eg drinking straws, plates, bowls and 
cutlery), looking across supply chains that include a variety of suppliers such as 
manufacturers, wholesalers, distributors and retailers. In terms of the time period 
covered, we have focused our attention on SUP regulations following the 
introduction of the plastic bag charge by the Welsh Government in 2011 and include 
certain SUP regulations proposed in the future, eg proposed bans on wet wipes 
containing plastic and on the sale of single-use vapes. 

 
5. To understand the effects of SUP regulations on the internal market we have 

examined, amongst other issues: 
 
a) businesses’ understanding of the Act;  

 
b) how businesses have adjusted their strategy in response to current and 

anticipated SUP regulations;  
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c) the costs and impacts of regulatory differences to businesses at different 
levels of the supply chain; and 

d) any lessons that can be learned from the introduction of SUP regulations to 
help inform the future operation of the internal market.  

6. We have gathered information from a variety of sources, including government 
consultations and impact assessments. We have also been provided with 
information from the four governments of the UK, including from officials with specific 
knowledge of SUP regulations. Our main source of evidence has been in-depth 
qualitative interviews with businesses and trade associations. We are grateful for the 
support and assistance we have received.  

Key findings 

7. Our key findings, relating to the functioning of the UK internal market, are: 
 
a) Regulations governing individual products have mostly been introduced in 

different UK nations at broadly similar times meaning that suppliers across 
supply chains and the nations have largely adapted simultaneously. With a 
few exceptions, we have not found material differences before and after the 
introduction of regulations in the identity of the suppliers active across the 
supply chain in the UK or individual nations. In some cases, large 
downstream firms appear to be the main drivers of the transition to 
alternatives to SUP products, as these firms can account for a large 
proportion of demand and often have public-facing sustainability 
commitments. 

b) Businesses of all sizes strongly prefer alignment of SUP regulations, in terms 
of scope and implementation dates, both across the UK, and (where 
businesses sell into the EU and/or rely on EU supply chains) with EU 
regulations. This is despite businesses seeing some small benefits from 
opportunities to trial new products in nations which have introduced a SUP 
restriction first and/or being able to move unused stock to nations with later 
implementation dates for SUP restrictions.  

c) Whilst the cost of complying with SUP regulations has for some businesses 
been significant, the additional costs of complying with any internal market 
differences have been relatively small, because most SUP regulations to date 
have been aligned in terms of their scope. This has enabled most businesses 
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which trade across the UK internal market to adopt a uniform approach which 
ensures their products/services comply with SUP regulations in all nations, 
rather than tailoring different approaches depending on the specific SUP 
regulations in each nation. 

d) We were told by stakeholders that suppliers appear to take different 
approaches to compliance, with larger businesses often going further than 
SUP regulations require, and some smaller businesses reportedly not 
complying with bans on certain SUP products.  

e) Governments are working effectively together on SUP restrictions having 
taken into consideration lessons learned from the introduction of previous 
SUP regulations (for example, by sharing data on research and impacts and 
keeping each other informed of their SUP policy plans). Governments are 
using Common Frameworks to manage regulatory proposals, including 
collaborating on the proposed bans on wet wipes containing plastic and 
single-use vapes. 

f) Businesses told us that differences in SUP regulations to date had not 
significantly hindered nor contributed to product or process innovation. We 
were told that some larger businesses were already progressing to more 
sustainable products in line with voluntary commitments to reduce SUP items 
and that some businesses with European supply chains were taking steps to 
comply with EU legislation – for example, selling plastic bottles in the UK with 
tethered plastic bottle caps.  

8. The information we gathered also allows for some broader observations about 
regulation of SUP products across the UK:  

 
a) The SUP regulations have led to a change in behaviour, albeit as noted 

above, prior to their introduction some large businesses had already made 
voluntary commitments to reduce SUP use.  

b) Whilst consumer research and feedback from other stakeholders suggests 
that consumers are generally supportive of environmental sustainability goals, 
including restrictions on SUP products, we were told that many consumers 
are reluctant to pay increased prices. 

c) Some businesses and other stakeholders told us that there was a lack of 
compliance with some SUP regulations meaning that some banned SUP 
products (principally, polystyrene food containers and plastic cutlery) continue 
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to be available, which may impact businesses who are complying with the 
relevant bans through potential lost sales of alternative compliant products.  

d) Some businesses told us about challenges they have experienced with SUP 
regulations, eg differences in definitions for ‘plastic’ in different regulations 
and issues such as, in their view, a lack of earlier consultation, timely 
guidance and/or workable timelines. 

9. Overall, we have found that, while there have been significant impacts on some 
individual businesses, the overall effects of SUP regulations on internal market trade 
have been modest. This is in the context of the current broad alignment in existing 
SUP restrictions across Great Britain, with Northern Ireland expected to implement 
many similar restrictions in due course.  

 
10. We have identified the potential for future regulatory difference in relation to other 

SUP products which might see restrictions introduced in the future, eg the proposed 
ban on oxo-degradable plastics in Wales and Scotland. Whilst we anticipate that 
many businesses - especially larger firms which trade across the whole of the UK - 
will look to adopt a set of business-wide standards, other firms that trade in more 
than one nation may incur additional costs in managing divergence. 

Recommendations 

11. To support policymakers across the UK to manage regulatory difference or 
alignment between nations, depending on the specific SUP policy under 
consideration, we have developed some practical recommendations, drawing on the 
insights and stakeholder engagement obtained through this study.  

 
12. We have considered our recommendations by reference to two scenarios, 

depending on the extent of policy alignment between governments. In developing 
these scenarios, we recognise that each government will make policy decisions in 
the interests of its citizens and will take into account a range of public policy 
considerations when deciding how to take forward regulations relating to SUP 
products. The recommendations below are therefore provided within the context of 
how governments may be able to achieve their policy aims while supporting the 
effective operation of the internal market in the UK.  

 
13. Where governments in all UK nations have broadly the same policy goal and intend 

to introduce bans or restrictions for the same SUP products, we recommend close 
collaboration between the governments via relevant Common Frameworks and other 
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mechanisms to develop the specific SUP regulations, including (where possible) in 
respect of any exemptions from the regulations, reporting requirements, and related 
guidance. Such collaboration could include discussions between governments to 
consider carrying out joint consultations to reduce potential stakeholder fatigue and 
avoid confusion over similar questions, and for governments to endeavour to 
achieve common implementation dates, as has been the case with the proposed 
bans on the sale of single-use vapes and wet wipes containing plastic.  

 
14. Conversely, where governments may have different aims regarding SUP 

regulations, we recommend that governments work together to consider the 
potential impacts of these differences for businesses that trade across national 
borders, as such businesses are at risk from incurring additional costs from having 
to comply with different national requirements. In this scenario, we recommend that 
governments collaborate to explore options for designing regulations in a way that 
enables businesses, should they wish to, to adopt a single business model which is 
able to comply with any differences in national regulations.  

 
15. In both scenarios, we further recommend that governments provide relevant trade 

associations and businesses with clear guidance on SUP regulatory changes, and 
how to comply with them, at the earliest opportunity to help these businesses to plan 
for their transition to alternative products. Engagement with trade associations can 
be particularly important as small and medium size enterprises (SMEs) rely 
significantly on them for information.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Summary of Chapter 1 

• Chapter 1 outlines the focus of the report. 

• It provides an overview of the report structure and sets out the key themes of each 
chapter. 

• It also includes a short description of the types of stakeholders we interviewed to 
build our evidence base, alongside existing data sources. 

Focus of the report 

1.1 This report sets out the Office for the Internal Market (OIM)’s findings as part of 
a discretionary review of Single-Use Plastic (SUP) restrictions under section 
33(1) of the UK Internal Market Act 2020 (the Act) relevant to assessing or 
promoting the effective operation of the internal market in the UK, and 
provisions of Parts 1 to 3 of the Act. The Act established the OIM to carry out 
the Competition and Market Authority’s (CMA)’s functions and powers under 
Part 4 of the Act. The legal framework under which the report has been 
prepared is set out in Chapter 2.  

1.2 The OIM Annual Report 2024 included a short case study on SUP restrictions. 
This report builds on the case study. The report considers the effects on the UK 
internal market of regulatory differences between the four nations of the UK that 
arise because of SUP restrictions. It also examines how the UK internal market 
has adjusted to SUP restrictions, including whether businesses have utilised the 
Market Access Principles (MAPs).  

1.3 This report covers regulatory provisions that relate to SUP products since the 
introduction of a plastic bag charge in Wales in 2011 and the report considers 
proposals for future restrictions. It also covers the exclusion to the application of 
the MAPs in relation to certain SUP items.1  

 
1 As we reported in the OIM’s first periodic report, the Scottish Government raised concerns about the length of time it 
took for this exclusion to be agreed, and that the scope was determined by UK ministers (the Scottish Government 
and the Welsh Government had supported a broader exclusion): see paragraphs 3.17-3.22 of the OIM’s periodic 
report. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/oim-periodic-report/oim-periodic-report-on-the-uk-internal-market-regime-2023
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/oim-periodic-report/oim-periodic-report-on-the-uk-internal-market-regime-2023
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1.4 The OIM notes that there may be policy reasons, unrelated to the operation of 
the internal market, which may give rise to the regulatory differences referred to 
in this report.   

Structure of this report 

1.5 The structure of the remainder of this report is set out below: 

● Chapter 2 provides the legal basis for the report. It sets out an overview of 
the OIM and relevant aspects of the Act. It then explains the rationale for 
SUP restrictions; summarises the policies of the four governments 
regarding SUP products; and looks at how regulatory differences are 
managed.  

● Chapter 3 examines the supply of SUP products. It examines the supply 
chain SUP products follow, how purchasing decisions are made, and 
consumer behaviour. It also covers the usage of SUP products in the UK, 
including alternatives to SUP products.  

● Chapter 4 covers business understanding of the Act, and the costs of SUP 
regulations to businesses, looking both at the costs of complying with the 
SUP regulations, and costs associated with regulatory differences 
between the nations of the UK. It also covers strategies that businesses 
typically adopt in relation to SUP regulations and sets out some 
interactions between EU SUP regulations and those within the UK nations.  

● Chapter 5 reports on broader lessons learned from previous SUP 
regulations.   

● Chapter 6 concludes with some recommendations in relation to the 
effective operation of the internal market. 

1.6 Annex A lists relevant SUP regulations. 

Evidence base 

1.7 We have brought together existing data and other evidence, with feedback and 
further information provided to us by a variety of stakeholders. Each of the four 
governments provided helpful information on their respective SUP regulations. 
We spoke to officials with specific responsibilities for, or knowledge of, SUP 
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policy. We reviewed relevant consultations, summaries of consultation 
responses and impact assessments. We reviewed information from published 
surveys and what stakeholders told us about consumer preferences and 
behaviours. 

1.8 We met with officials from the European Commission and from the Swiss 
Competition Commission.  

1.9 We obtained data and views from businesses, including manufacturers, 
wholesalers and retailers, primarily through in-depth interviews. We also 
received responses to an online questionnaire.  

1.10 Additionally, we spoke with environmental bodies and other stakeholders with 
an interest in the transition to a circular economy, tackling plastic waste, 
improving recycling rates, and promoting sustainable practices. 

1.11 In total, we engaged directly with over 40 different stakeholders from across the 
four nations of the UK. Many of the stakeholders we interviewed had a UK-wide 
remit. In addition to interviews, we received 18 responses to our online 
questionnaire and 3 separate written submissions.2  

1.12 Of these stakeholders: 

● Twenty were trade associations that we engaged with through direct 
interviews. While some represented businesses across all UK nations, 
many were nation-specific, representing the interests of businesses within 
a single UK nation. We also heard from trade associations that specifically 
represent the interests of SMEs. 

● Four were large manufacturers. Four manufacturers also responded to our 
online questionnaire. 

● Three were large UK-based wholesalers or distributors. Additionally, one 
large UK wholesaler responded to our online questionnaire. 

 
2 We also asked a trade association to include two SUP-related questions in a survey to its members – to which we 
received 21 responses. The questions were around the impacts of regulatory differences on members’ supply chains 
and examples of successful alternative SUP materials. 
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● Ten were purchasers3 that we engaged with through a combination of 
direct interviews and a separate business roundtable. Thirteen purchasers 
also responded to our online questionnaire, seven of which were SMEs. 

1.13 Our evidence gathering focussed on interviews with the stakeholders described 
above. Our engagement aimed to contact businesses across all UK nations at 
all stages of the supply chain. While we did not engage with SMEs in direct 
interviews, their interests were represented through trade associations. 
Generally, the themes and views raised by stakeholders, as described in this 
report, painted a consistent picture. We have not undertaken a comprehensive 
assessment of volumes and values of SUP usage or conducted our own 
consumer research. Instead, we have relied on published surveys and 
stakeholder observations to understand consumer perspectives.  

 
3 Purchasers in this instance relate to retailers and the hospitality sector. 
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2. LEGAL FRAMEWORK, GOVERNMENT POLICIES AND 
HOW REGULATORY DIFFERENCES FOR SINGLE-USE 
PLASTICS ARE MANAGED 

Summary of Chapter 2 

• This chapter covers the Office for the Internal Market and its functions; the legislative 
framework under which this review has been conducted; and the Market Access 
Principles (MAPs) and related exclusion.  

• The chapter also covers the restrictions on single-use plastics in the four nations of 
the UK; and how regulatory differences are managed. 

• In relation to managing regulatory difference, the Governments are working 
effectively together on SUP restrictions, given lessons learned from the introduction 
of previous SUP regulations. We understand that the governments expect to 
continue to use Common Frameworks to manage regulatory differences in the 
future.  

The Office for the Internal Market and its functions 
  
2.1 The OIM’s objective is to support the effective operation of the internal market 

through the application of economic and other technical advice.4 The OIM is 
part of the CMA and provides independent advice, monitoring, and reporting, to 
support the effective operation of the UK internal market.5 The ‘UK internal 
market’ refers to the market for goods and services and the recognition of 
professional and other qualifications in England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and 
Wales.  

 
2.2 Further information on the OIM’s functions and powers can be found in the 

Guidance on the Operation of the CMA’s UK Internal Market Functions.6 

 
4 Section 31 of the Act. 
5 The OIM is not subject to the CMA’s duty to promote competition. 
6 Guidance on the operation of the CMA's UK Internal Market functions, September 2021, (gov.uk), Chapter 2. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2020/27/section/31
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-the-operation-of-the-cmas-uk-internal-market-functions
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Legislative framework under s.33 of the Act 

2.3 This report has been produced under section 33(1) of the Act under which the 
OIM may undertake a review of any matter that it considers relevant to 
assessing or promoting the effective operation of the internal market in the UK. 

2.4 When considering whether to exercise its discretion to undertake a review of a 
particular matter (or matters) under section 33(1), the OIM will have due regard 
to its objective to support the effective operation of the UK internal market, with 
particular reference to the purposes of Parts 1 to 3 of the Act.   

2.5 The OIM may prepare a report on the matters considered and publish it, in such 
a manner as the OIM considers appropriate.7 

The Market Access Principles (MAPs) 

2.6 The Act lays down a set of market access principles, referred to collectively as 
‘the MAPs’, which aim to ensure that UK businesses can trade effectively 
across all nations of the UK. 
 

2.7 One of the MAPs is the mutual recognition principle. This principle is that, if 
goods can lawfully be sold in the UK nation in which they are produced, or first 
imported from outside the UK, they can be sold in any other UK nation 
regardless of any additional regulatory requirements coming into force after 31 
December 2021 in that other UK nation.8  

2.8 The OIM’s role does not include giving advice on the MAPs or taking 
enforcement action to support the operation of the MAPs. In this report, the 
OIM’s consideration of the MAPs is limited to their potential application when 
considering the effects of SUP restrictions on the effective operation of the 
internal market. 

Exclusions from the MAPs 

2.9 Schedule 1 to the Act lists exclusions from the application of the MAPs. These 
include exclusions from the MAPs in relation to SUP regulations. Between 
2019-2021, the governments of England and Scotland introduced bans on the 
supply (and, in the case of Scotland, the manufacture) of certain SUP 

 
7 See sections 33(3) and 33(4) of the Act. 
8 See Explanatory Note to the Act at paragraph 11. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2020/27/section/33
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2020/27/pdfs/ukpgaen_20200027_en.pdf
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products.9 In 2022, following agreement under the (provisional) Resources and 
Waste Common Framework, an exclusion order disapplying the MAPs in 
relation to these products was made by the Secretary of State.10 
 

2.10 The scope of the bans in the four nations of the UK vary in terms of the SUP 
products they cover. Since 2022, the UK and Welsh Governments have 
introduced further bans on the sale of SUP products.11 In addition, Northern 
Ireland is planning to implement the EU Single-Use Plastics Directive (EU SUP 
Directive).12 These additional bans are not covered by the existing exclusion for 
SUP items and so will be subject to the MAPs for goods.13  

 
2.11 More information on the regulatory landscape in the four nations of the UK is 

provided from paragraph 2.13 below. 

The MAPs and Northern Ireland 

2.12 The mutual recognition and non-discrimination principles for goods, and 
exclusions from these principles, apply to ‘qualifying Northern Ireland goods’ 
imported into England, Scotland or Wales.14 Goods in Northern Ireland are 
‘qualifying Northern Ireland goods’ if they are in free circulation there - ie are 
free from any customs supervision, restriction or control.15 The MAPs do not 
apply to certain goods moving from Great Britain to Northern Ireland. 

Restrictions on single-use plastics 

Overview of restrictions across the 4 nations 

2.13 In order to move to a more sustainable economy, the UK and devolved   
governments have sought to reduce the UK’s use of SUP products. A simplified 
table of SUP restrictions is provided below; for further details see the Annex. 
 

 
9 Single-use Plastic Products (Scotland) Regulations 2021. 
10 The United Kingdom Internal Market Act 2020 (Exclusions from Market Access Principles: Single Use Plastics) 
Regulations 2022. 
11 The Environmental Protection (Plastic Plates etc. and Polystyrene Containers etc) (England) Regulations 2023; 
The Environmental Protection (Single-Use Plastic Products) (Wales) Act 2023. 
12 The EU Single-Use Plastics Directive EU/2019/904 contains requirements and prohibitions including bans on SUP 
plates, cutlery, straws, balloon sticks, and cotton buds as well as restrictions on cups, food containers made of 
expanded polystyrene and all products made of oxo-degradable plastic. 
13 The Explanatory Note to the UK ban (applying in England) acknowledged that the existing exclusion will not apply 
to the prohibition on single-use trays and bowls as these are not covered by the current exclusion provisions. 
14 See section 45A(3) of the Act. 
15 See section 47(11) of the Act. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2021/410/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2022/9780348236101
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2022/9780348236101
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2023/982/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asc/2023/2/contents
https://circular-cities-and-regions.ec.europa.eu/support-materials/eu-regulations-legislation/single-use-plastics-sup-directive-directive-eu-2019904
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2022/9780348236101#:%7E:text=EXPLANATORY%20NOTE&text=The%20specified%20items%20are%20straws,and%20drink%20containers%20and%20cups.
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2020/27/section/45A
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2020/27/section/47
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Table 1: Key legislative measures to restrict the supply of items by UK nation, since 
2019 
 

 

SUP item 

 

England 

 

Scotland 

 

Wales 

 

Northern 
Ireland 

 

Scope of 
UKIMA 

Plastic stemmed cotton 
buds16  

 

 

Banned  

October 2020 

Banned 

October 2019 

 

 

 

Banned  

October 2023 

 

 

Article 5 SUP 
Directive to be 
transposed in 

2025 

 

 

 

 

Not in 
scope - 
covered 

by 
exclusion 

Plastic drinking straws17  

Banned  

June 2022 
Plastic drinks stirrers18 

Plastic cutlery or chopsticks  

 

 

Banned/restricted 

October 2023 

Polystyrene food containers, 
drinks containers or cups19 

Article 5 SUP 
Directive to be 
transposed in 

2025 

Plastic balloon sticks  Article 5 SUP 
Directive to be 
transposed in 

2025 

Plastic plates 

Plastic bowls or trays20 Considering 
proposals 

 

Charge exists for 
single-use plastic 

cups. The 
government ran a 

call for evidence for 
some products e.g. 

food containers, 
bowls & trays, period 

products, sachets, 
tobacco filters and 
packaging on fruit 
and vegetables. 

The call for evidence 
sought information 

Considering 
proposals 

Considering 
proposals 

 

 

In scope 
of UKIMA 

 

Plastic carrier bags21 

 

 

 

No ban proposals  

 

 

To commence 
bans by 

May 2026 

Considering 
proposals 

Polystyrene lids for cups 
(and food containers)22  

SUP Directive 
Article 4 

consumption 
reduction to be 
transposed in 

2025 

Plastic tobacco filters No proposals 
(There is a 

SUP Directive 
Article 7 

 
16 The restrictions on cotton buds in England have a medical exemption and exclusion. 
17 The restrictions on drinking straws in England have a medical exemption and exclusion. 
18 The ban on plastic drink stirrers in England includes reusable drink stirrers. 
19 The ban in England includes Expanded and Foamed Extruded Polystyrene, whereas the ban in Scotland includes 
Expanded Polystyrene and the ban in Wales includes Expanded and Foamed Extruded Polystyrene. 
20 This is a restriction rather than a ban. Businesses can supply single-use plastic plates, bowls and trays if either of 
the following apply (a) they are being supplied to another business or (b) the items are packaging, pre-filled or filled at 
the point of sale. 
21 Plastic carrier bag charges were introduced in the UK as follows: Wales (2011), Northern Ireland (2013), Scotland 
(2014) and England (2015).  
22 Food containers are included in Wales. 
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on the impact the 
products had on the 

environment, the 
market in Scotland, 
and actions taken 

elsewhere on them 

requirement to 
report on whether 
consideration has 

been given to 
add plastic sauce 

sachets) 

labelling to be 
transposed in 

2025 

Plastic sachets Proposal in EU 
Packaging and 

Packaging 
Waste 

Regulation 

Plastic single-use cups  SUP Directive 
Article 4 

consumption 
reduction to be 
transposed in 

2025 

Single-use vapes Banned from 1 
June 2025 

Banned from 1 June 
2025 

Banned from 1 
June 2025 

Banned from 1 
June 2025 

Wet wipes containing plastic Considering ban 
in 2026 

Considering ban in 
2026 

Considering ban 
in 2026 

Considering 
ban in 2026 

Oxo-degradable plastic 

products 

No proposals Committed to a ban. 
Currently gathering 

evidence  

 To commence 
bans by Spring 

2026 

Article 5 SUP 
Directive to be 
transposed in 

2025 

Single-use disposable 
beverage cups charge 

No proposals Consultation has 
been held 

No proposals Considering 
options to 
implement 

Article 6 of SUP 
Directive for a 
reduction in 

SUP beverage 
cups 

 

 

2.14 As can be seen from this table, restrictions on many SUP items have already 
been introduced, with others to follow. In addition, the EU has put in place 
legislative restrictions on SUP items.  
 

2.15 The term “restriction” can include a ban on supply (including provision and sale) 
and/or a ban on manufacture. These restrictions are sometimes subject to 
specific exemptions. For example, there are exemptions to the ban on SUP 
straws where these are used for medical purposes including the provision of 
medical care and treatment. 

 

2.16 The SUP restrictions in both Wales and Scotland are more closely aligned to 
those introduced by the EU. In addition, Articles 2-7, 14 & 17 of the EU SUP 
Directive apply to Northern Ireland via the Windsor Framework. This means that 
EU restrictions are required to be implemented in Northern Ireland (although 
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transposition of the Directive has been delayed and is anticipated to be 
implemented in 2025). Separately, on 16 December 2024, the Council of the 
European Union formally adopted new rules that aim to significantly reduce the 
generation of packaging waste by setting binding re-use targets, restricting 
certain types of single-use packaging and requiring suppliers to minimise the 
packaging used.23 

Scotland 

2.17 Scotland has banned a number of SUP items including plastic cutlery, plates, 
stirrers, balloon sticks and food and beverage containers eg expanded 
polystyrene cups and lids.24, 25  
 

2.18 The ban came into force in Scotland on 1 June 2022 and was initially subject to 
the MAPs. However, from 11 August 2022 an exclusion from the Act was 
granted.26 Now the exclusion from the MAPs is in place, it is unlawful to supply 
the specific SUP items regardless of whether they are produced in (or first 
imported into) another part of the UK.  

 
2.19 Scotland is also proposing to introduce a 25p charge on single-use cups. If the 

scheme goes ahead, businesses would be required to apply a minimum charge 
to encourage consumers to use reusable cups and to reduce the number of 
disposable cups being used and then disposed of or littered. The Scottish 
Government's consultation on proposals for the charge, published in August 
2024, set out the intention for relevant legislation to be made by the end of 
2025, with regulations coming into force at a later date. Scotland is also 
considering introducing restrictions on SUP oxo-degradable plastics. 

Wales 

2.20 On 30 October 2023, Wales commenced its first stage of bans on several SUP 
items.27 The ban covered plastic plates (which includes paper with a laminated 
plastic surface), cutlery, drink stirrers, polystyrene cups, polystyrene takeaway 

 
23 The Council of the EU Press Release,16 December 2024. 
24 See the Single-use Plastic Products (Scotland) Regulations 2021. 
25 There are exemptions for SUP straws to ensure that those who need them for independent living or medical 
purposes can still access them, and for SUP balloon sticks supplied business-to-business for a professional use, 
such as to an events company to decorate an event, provided the balloon sticks are not to be distributed to any 
consumers, such as the attendees at the event. 
26 Restricted items include cutlery, plates, beverage stirrers, polystyrene food containers cups and lids. 
27 The Environmental Protection (Single-use Plastic Products) (Wales) Act 2023. 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2024/12/16/sustainable-packaging-council-signs-off-on-new-rules-for-less-waste-and-more-re-use-in-the-eu/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2021/410/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asc/2023/2/contents
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food containers, balloon sticks, plastic stem cotton buds, and drinking straws 
(with exemptions for people who need them to eat and drink safely).  
 

2.21 The second stage of bans is expected by spring 2026 and include banning the 
supply of carrier bags (with exemptions for raw fish, meat or poultry), 
polystyrene lids for cups and products made of oxo-degradable plastics. Under 
this legislation, Welsh ministers have the power to add or remove products from 
the list of SUP items and will keep the list under review. The legislation is being 
used to introduce bans on wet wipes containing plastic. 

England 

2.22 In England, restrictions have been introduced for certain SUP products. Banned 
items include drink stirrers, balloon sticks, cutlery, and polystyrene food and 
drinks containers. There are no exemptions from this ban and these items are 
excluded from the MAPs.  
 

2.23 Online and over the counter SUP items have also been restricted including 
plates, bowls, trays, straws and cotton buds (with exemptions).28 The 
restrictions cover all types of SUP products including items made from 
biodegradable plastic, compostable plastic, recycled plastic, and SUP items 
wholly or partly made from plastic. 29 

Northern Ireland 

2.24 In Northern Ireland, articles 2-7, 14 and 17 of the EU SUP Directive will be 
transposed into domestic law. 30 In 2021, the EU published guidance on the EU 
SUP Directive. The focus of the guidance is on restrictions on SUP products 
such as balloon sticks, beverage containers, beverage stirrers, cotton bud 
sticks, cups for beverages (including cups for beverages made of expanded 
polystyrene), cutlery, food containers and food containers made of expanded 
polystyrene.31 As mentioned above in paragraph 2.16, the introduction of these 
restrictions has been delayed when Northern Ireland did not have a functioning 
Assembly. However, some of the future restrictions will go beyond those 

 
28 ‘Plastic’ is defined in the Environmental Protection (Plastic Plates & Polystyrene containers)(England) Regulations 
2023. 
29 See Guidance on Single-use plastic bans and restrictions, January 2024. 
30 EU Single Use Plastics Directive 2019/904. 
31 EU Guidance on the SUP Directive, 2021. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2023/982/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2023/982/contents/made
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/single-use-plastics-bans-and-restrictions
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2019/904/oj
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_21_2709
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implemented in Great Britain due to obligations under the Windsor Framework 
(see the Table of Key Legislative Measures above). 

2.25 The European Parliament adopted the Packaging and Packaging Waste 
Regulation (PPWR) on 24 April 2024, which amends the EU SUP Directive. The 
Regulation was adopted by the Council of the EU on 16 December 2024; will 
now enter into force; and will be applied 18 months after it comes into force.32  

The future regulation of single-use plastic products 

2.26 In the future, it is expected that more SUP items will be subject to regulations. 
For example, the Governments have been using Common Frameworks to 
manage regulatory proposals using a four-government approach, including 
collaborating in relation to bans on wet wipes containing plastic33 and single-use 
vapes.34, 35 

2.27 The UK Government told us that it is committed to setting out a clear roadmap 
to a circular economy. The devolved governments in Scotland36, Wales37 and 
Northern Ireland38 each have their own ambitions on plastic waste and plan to 
move to a more circular economy.39  

Managing regulatory differences 

2.28 We met with policy teams from the four governments to gather their 
perspectives on SUP policy development, including their goals, relations with 
other governments, and thoughts on any ‘lessons learned’. 

2.29 The governments all have similar goals for SUP legislation. The Department for 
the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) told us that its objective was to 
reduce the number of unnecessary SUP items, encourage reuse solutions, and 

 
32 See the NI Department of Agriculture Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA) Impact Assessment 2024 and The 
Council of the EU Press Release,16 December 2024. 
33 See press release on the UK-wide ban on wet wipes containing plastic, April 2024. 
34 See press release on the ban on the sale of single-use vapes, October 2024. 
35 Action is being taken in relation to these products because wet wipes containing plastic break down into 
microplastics over time, which research has shown can be damaging to human health and ecosystems. In addition, 
they are often incorrectly disposed of in domestic settings, they are a prevalent and persistent form of sewage-related 
debris, and they cause damage as litter. Single-use vapes are not rechargeable or refillable and are typically 
discarded as general waste in bins or are littered adding to the plastic pollution problem.  
36 Developing Scotland’s circular economy: consultation on proposals for legislation, 2019. 
37 Beyond Recycling: Our plan to make the circular economy in Wales a reality, 2021. 
38 Waste Management Plan for Northern Ireland, 2019. 
39 See ‘Single use plastic: How do bans differ across the UK and EU?’ Published by UK Parliament 22 February 
2022. 

https://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/committee-blocks/windsor-framework-democratic-scrutiny-committee/annex-f---departmental-assessment-of-impact.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2024/12/16/sustainable-packaging-council-signs-off-on-new-rules-for-less-waste-and-more-re-use-in-the-eu/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2024/12/16/sustainable-packaging-council-signs-off-on-new-rules-for-less-waste-and-more-re-use-in-the-eu/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-wide-ban-on-wet-wipes-containing-plastic-to-be-put-into-law
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-crackdown-on-single-use-vapes
https://www.gov.scot/publications/delivering-scotlands-circular-economy-proposals-legislation/pages/3/
https://www.gov.wales/beyond-recycling
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/consultations/Waste-Management-Plan-for-Northern-Ireland
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8515/
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to minimise waste in line with circular economy principles. The Scottish 
Government told us its primary goal was to prevent waste. The Welsh 
Government said that tackling commonly littered items was a priority. 

2.30 We heard from all governments that there is good cross-policy liaison, and that 
through the Resources and Waste Common Framework there is a working 
group that meets monthly to discuss topical agendas. This working group allows 
the governments to share lessons learned as well as resources and information. 

2.31 Government officials told us that a good example of a four-nation approach is 
the proposed ban on wet wipes containing plastic, where the Resources and 
Waste Common Framework has enabled all governments to benefit from 
sharing research that Defra and the Welsh Government have undertaken. We 
were told that working in this way enabled the governments to hold a UK-wide 
consultation and that conducting the research separately in each nation might 
have been more challenging. Scottish Government officials also told us that if 
there had not been a collective agreement on the ban on wet wipes containing 
plastic agreed through the Common Framework working group it is likely that all 
four nations would have introduced bans at different timepoints and potentially 
each with a different scope or coverage. 

2.32 The ban on single-use vapes was also considered to be an example of best 
practice and collaboration between the four governments. There was a four-
nation consultation process and an agreed joint commencement date of the 
individual nations’ regulations (on 1 June 2025). The Scottish Government has 
announced it will amend regulations to match this timeline, in part due to the 
benefits of alignment (such as to assist with enforcement and to provide greater 
clarity for business and consumers) and in part due to the impact of the Act on 
regulations in the absence of an exclusion from the MAPs.  

2.33 We asked the four governments if there were any lessons learned that had 
been shared among the nations from implementing previous single-use plastic 
restrictions. Northern Ireland policy officials told us that they were able to benefit 
from lessons learned from other UK nations having already brought in similar 
bans to the EU SUP Directive. Northern Ireland policy officials also noted they 
were able to learn about the compliance issues of SUP regulations already 
brought in for the other UK nations, allowing them time to think how to address 
enforcement when they implement similar regulations.  
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Conclusion 

2.34 There are some differences in the restrictions on the supply of SUP products in 
the four nations of the UK. Some SUP restrictions have already been 
introduced, with others to follow. The SUP restrictions in both Wales and 
Scotland are more closely aligned to those introduced by the EU. In addition, 
the EU restrictions relating to the EU SUP Directive are expected to be 
implemented in Northern Ireland during 2025.  

2.35 Governments are working effectively together on SUP restrictions, given 
lessons learned from the introduction of previous SUP regulations. The 
governments expect to continue to use Common Frameworks to manage 
regulatory differences in the future.  
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3. THE SUPPLY OF SINGLE-USE PLASTIC PRODUCTS IN 
THE UK 

Summary of Chapter 3  

• This chapter describes the evidence the OIM has gathered in relation to the supply 
of SUP products in the UK. 

• It describes the manufacturing, wholesale, and retail and other consumer-facing 
activities of suppliers in relation to SUP products and presents volume data used by 
the four governments when regulations have either been introduced or considered. 

• We found that, with some exceptions, SUP regulations do not appear to have 
materially changed the structure of supply chains. 

• This chapter also considers consumer attitudes to SUP products and how whilst 
many consumers care about sustainability, they may not always be willing to pay 
higher prices for SUP alternatives.   

• Finally, the chapter briefly considers alternatives to SUP products including some of 
the challenges which alternatives may pose. 

The supply chain 

3.1 SUP products are manufactured and supplied by a wide range of suppliers in 
the UK. The following discussion focuses on several distinct supply chains, as 
shown in Figure 1 below.  

3.2 The evidence we have gathered relates both to the supply chain prior to 
regulations being introduced and the supply chain today. We have not found 
material differences in the suppliers active in the UK (as a whole or in individual 
nations) – with some exceptions – as a result of the various SUP regulations 
considered in this report. In general, regulations have been introduced in 
different UK nations at broadly similar times, meaning that suppliers have 
adapted together around the same time. 

3.3 The supply chains discussed in this chapter provide background to our 
assessment of the effect of regulatory differences on businesses and the 
operation of the UK internal market (see Chapter 4). 
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Figure 1: Stylised diagram of SUP supply chains 

Notes: 

1. This is a stylised figure and supply chains for specific products will vary (for example, some purchasers may buy 
directly from a manufacturer/importer). 

2. An 'End Customer' is the final purchaser of an SUP product. Business users who provide SUP products to their 
customers free of charge (for example, straws provided alongside a takeaway) are likely to be end customers as they 
are the final purchaser of some SUP products. An 'End Consumer' is the individual consumer who physically 
consumes/uses the SUP product. They may purchase this product from a retailer (therefore they are also the ‘End 
Customer’) or may be provided it free. 

 

Manufacturing 

3.4 The position prior to the bans being introduced was that a majority of SUP items 
subject to regulations (see Chapter 2 and the Annex), were manufactured 
outside the UK and imported.40 There are important manufacturing bases for 
SUP products in Europe, Turkey and Asia (primarily China). Two products – 
expanded polystyrene (EPS) food and beverage containers, and plastic-
containing wet wipes – were both manufactured in the UK and imported:  

(a) Prior to the ban of single-use EPS food and beverage containers, the 
manufacturing of these products appears to have been concentrated 
within a few, larger firms, based in either England or Wales, or outside the 
UK. These firms supplied across all four UK nations.41 Following the ban, 
some UK manufacturing continues, either for compliant alternative 
products or in relation to other EPS products that are not banned. Whilst 

 
40 Evidence relating to ongoing imports of these products is included in Chapter 5 (see paragraphs 5.3 to 5.10). 
41 There are other EPS manufacturers across the UK, but many of them produce EPS items that are not in scope of 
this ban. 
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this current manufacturing broadly remains concentrated, there has been 
evidence of some exit due to certain manufacturers not wanting to either 
switch to compliant alternatives or to other EPS products that are not 
banned. The OIM understands that some EPS containers (predominately 
imports) continue to be sold in the UK (see Chapter 5).   

(b) Manufacturing of wet wipes containing plastics is not currently banned. 
Manufacturing in the UK is currently concentrated within a few, large firms, 
mainly based in England and Wales42 which supply to all four nations in 
the UK. These manufacturers are specialised in producing consumer wet 
wipes (as opposed to wet wipes for industrial or commercial use). UK-
based manufacturers often export wet wipes to Europe and face 
competition from European manufacturers. Kimberly Clark, a wet wipe 
manufacturer based in Wales, has announced the closure of its factory 
due to the anticipated costs of future regulation.43  

Wholesalers 

3.5 Wholesalers aggregate and supply products from different manufacturers (both 
domestic and overseas) and distribute them to retailers and other suppliers 
(such as restaurant chains) serving end-customers. Prior to SUP regulatory 
restrictions being introduced, many wholesalers supplied a wide range of SUP 
items (for example, a catering supplier may have supplied SUP straws, cutlery, 
and disposable plates). Post-regulation, many wholesalers have transitioned to 
offering a range of products that are compliant with the relevant legislation.  

3.6 There are a range of wholesale business models in the UK: including larger, 
national wholesalers, and wholesalers focused on a single nation only. 
Wholesalers may be vertically integrated with retailers44 or may specialise in 
wholesale supply. We understand that there is a long tail of smaller wholesalers 
– for example, we were told that around 90% of wholesalers in Scotland are 
SMEs. There is some evidence that wholesalers who operate across nations 
may have different operational models in each nation. For example, wholesalers 
may have regional distribution centres that make business decisions based on 
local demand and supply conditions.  

Retailers, consumer facing (and other) businesses, and end-consumers 

3.7 Prior to regulatory restrictions being introduced, SUP products were sold 
directly to end-consumers or to consumer-facing businesses who supply end-

 
42 Defra (2023) Summary of consultation responses and government responses received responses from 
manufacturers based in all four nations but the majority were from England and Wales. 
43 BBC (2024) Wet wipe factory closure. 
44 For example, Tesco and Booker. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/wet-wipes-containing-plastic-proposed-ban-on-the-manufacture-supply-and-sale/outcome/summary-of-responses-and-government-response#summary-of-responses
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cy9en24d3yqo
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consumers with services (for example, restaurants or hospitality businesses 
who offered SUP products such as disposable plastic cutlery or straws to their 
customers). Other businesses and organisations that used SUP products 
include industry and medical settings.  

3.8 There were a large number of retailers, consumer-facing businesses, and end-
consumers of SUP products. These retailers and consumer-facing businesses 
vary in size, from the largest supermarket chains to small, single site takeaway 
restaurants. Some SUP products may have been purchased by both retailers 
and consumers (for example, straws) whilst other SUP products were more 
likely to be purchased by retailers or other consumer-facing businesses (for 
example, EPS containers provided by consumer-facing businesses, such as 
takeaways, to the consumer free of charge). SUP products continue to be sold 
to and used by a range of customers and organisations where they are not 
currently subject to bans (eg wet wipes in medical settings) or exempt (eg 
plastic straws in medical settings). 

Purchasing decisions 

How businesses make purchasing decisions 

3.9 The evidence that we have gathered indicates that the following factors are 
important to retailers and other consumer-facing businesses when making 
purchasing decisions in relation to SUP products and their alternatives: 

(a) Price and quality. Consumer-facing firms often compete on price and 
quality and therefore seek high quality inputs at low prices. We have been 
told that whilst alternatives to SUP products may have existed prior to 
regulation, these tend to be more expensive and can, in some instances, 
be less functional (see paragraphs 3.23 to 3.24). 

(b) Approach to sustainability. Businesses may wish to operate in an 
environmentally friendly way, and as such, source sustainable products. 
Whilst larger firms may have dedicated procurement functions that allow 
them to ensure their supply chain is sustainable, wholesalers may also 
support their customers by increasing customer awareness of the 
availability of alternatives to SUP products. 

3.10 There was a material decline in the usage of SUP products prior to the 
introduction of regulations to reduce or ban their usage. Different products saw 
differing rates of decline prior to the introduction of regulation due to firms’ 
differing interest in moving to alternatives and different levels of customer 
demand for these alternatives. The overall reduction in the volume of SUP 
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products used has been a result of, among other things, voluntary commitments 
made by large retailers who have made public commitments to sustainability.45  

3.11 Through stakeholder engagement, we have found that where SUP products are 
sold downstream by larger firms, suppliers have tended to transition to 
alternatives faster, and in advance of bans. For example, a number of large 
retailers such as Boots46 and Aldi47 voluntarily committed to move to plastic free 
wet wipes. Manufacturers have stated that as such retailers constitute a high 
proportion of demand, they found it cost effective to move their whole 
production to plastic-free wet wipes and other manufacturers have followed suit.  

3.12 On the other hand, we have received some evidence that in supply chains 
where downstream customers are fragmented and have differing priorities, they 
often lack the ability to influence upstream behaviour. The evidence we have 
gathered from stakeholders relating to downstream firms indicated that smaller 
downstream firms often follow the behaviour of market leaders.  

Consumer attitudes 

3.13 For our assessment of consumer attitudes, we have used survey information 
published by YouGov, Kantar and Which?48, as well as through direct 
engagement with stakeholders as part of this study.  

3.14 Based on its recent consumer survey data, YouGov has categorised British 
consumers’ attitudes and behaviours toward sustainability into broad groups: 

● 21% of Britons are "Planet Protectors," willing to pay more for eco-friendly 
products driven by their commitment to environmental health. 

● 17% are in the "Price Point Green" group, who value sustainability but are 
influenced by eco-friendly product prices.  

● 22% are "Green When Keen," meaning they support sustainability when 
it's convenient or fits their lifestyle. 

● 28% are "On the Green Fence," showing little concern for climate change 
or sustainability.49 

3.15 Similarly, Kantar has categorised consumers into three broad categories based 
on their attitudes, behaviours, and commitment to sustainable choices: 

 
45 WRAP’s UK Plastics Pact. 
46 Boots (2022) Boots is banning all plastic-based wet wipes. 
47 Aldi (2024) Aldi commits to only selling plastic-free wipes. 
48 The OIM has not verified the reliability of the surveys used. 
49 British attitudes towards sustainability in 2024: Key insights from YouGov data. 

https://www.wrap.ngo/taking-action/plastic-packaging/initiatives/the-uk-plastics-pact
https://www.aldipresscentre.co.uk/business-news/aldi-commits-to-only-selling-plastic-free-wipes/
https://www.aldipresscentre.co.uk/business-news/aldi-commits-to-only-selling-plastic-free-wipes/
https://business.yougov.com/content/49572-british-attitudes-towards-sustainability-on-world-environment-day-2024
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● Eco Actives, who are highly concerned about the environment and plastic 
waste, and taking the most action to reduce their waste. 

● Eco Considerers, who share concerns about the environment and plastic 
waste but take few actions to reduce their waste due to barriers of 
convenience and price. 

● Eco Dismissers, who have little or no interest in the environment and 
make no steps to reduce waste, as they do not think they will make a 
difference.50 

3.16 According to Which?, sustainability only partly informs consumers’ decisions 
about what products they buy, how they use them, and where they buy them 
from.51 Further, YouGov research shows that 76% of the “Price Point Green” 
group think eco-friendly products are more expensive, which they suggest may 
explain why sustainable shopping is not very common yet.52 This supports 
feedback from retailers gathered as part of this study who noted that some 
consumers are reluctant to pay higher prices for SUP alternatives. From its 
consumer research, Which? notes that limiting their use of single-use plastics is 
something consumers find relatively easy to do as it does not require significant 
lifestyle changes.53   

3.17 Consumer purchasing decisions can also be influenced by decisions made by 
retailers to limit their product choice. As mentioned in paragraph 3.11, some 
retailers were ahead of upcoming government legislation to ban wet wipes 
containing plastic and proactively removed wet wipes containing plastic from 
their stores.54  

3.18 Stakeholders made the following additional points about how consumers make 
their decisions: 

(a) Whilst plastic waste is one of the top sustainability concerns for 
consumers55, retailers told us their customers are generally less willing to 
pay higher prices for SUP alternatives.   

(b) Businesses told us that consumers often lack a clear understanding of the 
properties of SUP alternatives. Some businesses identified the need for 
more consumer-focused education of environmental policies, so 

 
50 Kantar, Planet, Perception and Purchasing - Who Cares? Who Does? 2023 p 2/3. 
51 Policy and Research Report, October 2021, Supporting consumers in the transition to net zero. 
52 British attitudes towards sustainability in 2024: Key insights from YouGov data. 
53 Policy and Research Report, October 2021, Supporting consumers in the transition to net zero. 
54 Which? has noted that some consumers were flushing wet wipes and other products into the sewer system as they 
were misled by flushable icons and mistakenly led to believe all wipes were flushable; see Wet wipes plastic ban: 
how sustainable are plastic-free wipes? - Which? News. 
55 Kantar, Planet, Perception and Purchasing - Who Cares? Who Does? 2023 p 4/2. 

https://kantar.turtl.co/story/whocares-who-does-2023-p/page/2/3
https://media.product.which.co.uk/prod/files/file/gm-1995d248-4a32-486e-ba52-c363791f529b-net-zero-transition-report.pdf
https://business.yougov.com/content/49572-british-attitudes-towards-sustainability-on-world-environment-day-2024
https://media.product.which.co.uk/prod/files/file/gm-1995d248-4a32-486e-ba52-c363791f529b-net-zero-transition-report.pdf
https://www.which.co.uk/news/article/wet-wipes-plastic-ban-how-sustainable-are-plastic-free-wipes-aYjmR4Q3Qn3u
https://www.which.co.uk/news/article/wet-wipes-plastic-ban-how-sustainable-are-plastic-free-wipes-aYjmR4Q3Qn3u
https://kantar.turtl.co/story/whocares-who-does-2023-p/page/4/2
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consumers understand why banned SUP items are no longer available 
and why substitutes should be used instead. 

(c) Some stakeholders also noted that consumers often use reusable plastic 
items (such as ‘bags for life’) only once, resulting in an increase in total 
plastic used. 

The usage of single-use plastic items  

3.19 To understand the usage of SUP items, we present volume data from 
government impact assessments for selected products below. The data relates 
to the year in which the impact assessment was carried out (see table notes for 
full details). Therefore, it shows usage of each product in each nation before the 
relevant regulation was introduced or, where regulation is anticipated, the most 
recent year that data is available. 

(a) Table 2 shows the volume data from government impact assessments 
relating to SUP products that have been banned. 

(b) Table 3 shows the volume data from the impact assessments relating to 
SUP products which are, or may in the future be, subject to additional 
regulatory charges (namely, single-use carrier bags56 and single-use 
beverage cups in Scotland). 

(c) Table 4 shows the volume data from the impact assessments relating to 
products that may be banned in the future (namely, wet wipes containing 
plastic and single-use disposable vapes). 

Table 2: Volume of banned products, millions, year (various, see notes) 

 England Scotland Wales 
Drinking Straws 4,700 300 173 
Stemmed Cotton Buds 1,440 - 30 
Cutlery 920 276 159 
Plates 312 50 29 
Drink Stirrers 158 9.9 5.7 
EPS Food Containers 68 

 
66 38 

EPS Beverage Containers 45 26 
Balloon Sticks 19 1.7 1 

 

Source: Defra impact assessment – drinking straws, p.4, OIM analysis of Defra impact assessment – stemmed cotton buds, p. 19, 
OIM analysis of Defra impact assessment – cutlery & plates, p.11,17, OIM analysis of Defra impact assessment – stirrers, p.18-19, 
OIM analysis of Defra impact assessment – EPS food and beverage containers, p.11, Resource Futures – Balloon Sticks, p. 74, 
Scottish Government impact assessment – drinking straws, cutlery, plates, stirrers, EPS food and beverage containers & balloon 
sticks, p. 50, Welsh Government impact assessment - drinking straws, p. 49, cutlery, p. 45, stemmed cotton buds, p. 43, plates, p. 
47, stirrers, p. 50, EPS food (p. 52) and beverage (p. 53) containers & balloon sticks, (p. 50). 

 
56 Consumer use of SUP carrier bags has significantly decreased since the introduction of a carrier bag levy across 
the UK. A further decrease was seen with the increased levy in 2021. See: Plastic bags - the single use carrier bag 
charge - House of Commons Library. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukia/2020/36/pdfs/ukia_20200036_en.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2020/9780111196205/pdfs/ukdsiod_9780111196205_en.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukia/2023/61/pdfs/ukia_20230061_en.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2020/9780111196205/pdfs/ukdsiod_9780111196205_en_001.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukia/2023/60/pdfs/ukia_20230060_en.pdf
https://www.resourcefutures.co.uk/assessing-the-impact-of-a-ban-on-plastic-plates-cutlery-balloon-sticks/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/impact-assessment/2021/11/environmental-protection-single-use-plastic-products-scotland-regulations-2021-final-business-regulatory-impact-assessment/documents/introducing-market-restrictions-problematic-single-use-plastic-items-scotland-final-business-regulatory-impact-assessment-bria/introducing-market-restrictions-problematic-single-use-plastic-items-scotland-final-business-regulatory-impact-assessment-bria/govscot%3Adocument/introducing-market-restrictions-problematic-single-use-plastic-items-scotland-final-business-regulatory-impact-assessment-bria.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/impact-assessment/2021/11/environmental-protection-single-use-plastic-products-scotland-regulations-2021-final-business-regulatory-impact-assessment/documents/introducing-market-restrictions-problematic-single-use-plastic-items-scotland-final-business-regulatory-impact-assessment-bria/introducing-market-restrictions-problematic-single-use-plastic-items-scotland-final-business-regulatory-impact-assessment-bria/govscot%3Adocument/introducing-market-restrictions-problematic-single-use-plastic-items-scotland-final-business-regulatory-impact-assessment-bria.pdf
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-research/2020-05/impacts-of-a-ban-or-restrictions-in-sale-of-items-in-the-eus-single-use-plastics-directive.pdf
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-research/2020-05/impacts-of-a-ban-or-restrictions-in-sale-of-items-in-the-eus-single-use-plastics-directive.pdf
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7241/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7241/
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Notes: 
1. In relation to items in England, with the exception of drinking straws and balloon sticks, the data reported by Defra included 

plastic and non-plastic items. The OIM has estimated the volumes of plastic items by using the total volumes reported by Defra 
(which includes plastic and non-plastic) and applying the proportion of plastic to non-plastic for each item as reported by Defra. 

2. Year relates to the year the impact assessment reported the figure. These years were: 2018 for drinking straws, cotton buds, 
drinks stirrers and balloon sticks in England, 2020 for cutlery, plates, EPS food containers and EPS beverage containers in 
England. 2020 for all products reported in Scotland. 2018 for all products reported in Wales. 

3. Data for Northern Ireland was not included in the Impact Assessments. 
 

Table 3: Volume of products facing additional regulatory charges, millions, year (various, see 
notes) 

 England Scotland Wales Northern Ireland 
Single-use Carrier 

Bags 
7,635 803 351 193 

Single-use beverage 
cups 

- 388.7 - - 

 
Source: WRAP: UK Voluntary Carrier Bag Data, p. 17, Zero Waste Scotland: Consumption of Single-use Disposable Beverage 
Cups, p. 4 
Notes: 
1. Year relates to the year the impact assessment was carried out. These years were: 2014 for England, 2013 for Scotland, 2010 

for Wales and 2012 for Northern Ireland for single-use carrier bags; 2022 for single-use beverage cups in Scotland.  
2. Data for Single-use beverage cups only refers to Scotland as this is the only nation that is anticipating a regulatory charge on 

all single-use beverage cups. 
 
Table 4: Volume of products that are anticipated to be banned, millions, year (various, see table) 

 Year UK 

Wet Wipes containing plastic 2021 19,840 

Single-use Vapes 2023 360 

 
Source: OIM analysis of Defra: Consultation on the proposed ban of the manufacture supply and sale of wet wipes containing plastic 
(economic annex, Table 1). The Defra analysis includes plastic-free wet-wipes. The OIM has adjusted this number to estimate the 
usage of wet wipes containing plastics. Defra impact assessment - disposable vapes, p12. 
Notes:  
1. Year relates to the year the impact assessment was carried out. 
2. Data relating to wet wipes and single-use vapes is not available split by nation. 

  
 
3.20 We have not undertaken a comprehensive assessment of volumes used and as 

such we have not validated these figures. Further, the volumes data does not 
cover the totality of products subject to regulation or potentially subject to 
regulation (for example, oxo-degradable plastics). In considering the data, we 
note that where we have sought corroborating evidence, data from different 
sources can vary widely. Further, we note that there are certain potential 
limitations with the data presented: 

(a) In some instances, different nations have used different approaches in 
their impact assessments, leading to some results which appear 
counterintuitive (for example, English EPS food container use appears low 
relative to other nations, given its population size). 

https://www.wrap.ngo/sites/default/files/2022-07/UK-Voluntary-Carrier-Bag-Agreement-Data.pdf%23page=17
https://cdn.zerowastescotland.org.uk/managed-downloads/mf-0qipu-bg-1686671922d
https://cdn.zerowastescotland.org.uk/managed-downloads/mf-0qipu-bg-1686671922d
https://consult.defra.gov.uk/wet-wipes-1/wet-wipes-containing-plastic/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65eb1dac62ff489bab87b371/disposable-vapes-impact-assessment.pdf
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(b) Data relating to single-use carrier bags is based on a sample of retailers 
and does not cover all retailers; further, this estimate includes paper bags. 

(c) Each approach relies on certain different sets of assumptions and 
modelling (for example, by estimating usage through tonnes of waste) for 
which we are unable to assess the reliability. 

3.21 Nevertheless, we note that the data shows that the largest SUP products by 
volume, by a significant margin, were (or are) single-use carrier bags (SUCBs) 
and wet wipes.  

3.22 There is also evidence that a large proportion of consumers will use alternatives 
to SUP products. For example, a 2024 YouGov survey reported that 58% of 
British consumers plan on using reusable bags, containers or water bottles in 
the next twelve months.57 We consider alternatives to SUP products below. 

Alternatives to single-use plastic products 

3.23 A wide variety of stakeholders told us that plastic is a very versatile material that 
has excellent functionality, costs little to produce, and can be recycled. 
However, stakeholders also told us that the creation and use of plastic comes 
with challenges for environmental sustainability; it consumes resources, 
releases greenhouse gases and can end in landfill, or as litter. These concerns, 
and others, alongside SUP restrictions themselves, have led to businesses and 
consumers seeking more sustainable alternatives.   

3.24 We were told that there are a variety of alternatives to SUP products in common 
use and under development, including items made from paper, cardboard, 
bamboo, and plant-based polymers. Stakeholders told us that, whilst plastic 
presents challenges for sustainability, many alternatives are not without their 
own challenges, with some alternatives presenting environmental issues (such 
as plant-based polymers degrading in a similar way to plastic) and/or having 
poorer functionality. We were also told by stakeholders that some alternatives 
are made of thicker plastic and are incorrectly sold as reusable. 

Conclusions 

3.25 Overall, we have identified the following aspects of the supply of SUP products: 

(a) Most SUP products consumed in the UK are imported with exceptions 
being wet wipes and EPS food and beverage containers. Domestic 

 
57 British attitudes towards sustainability in 2024: Key insights from YouGov data. 

https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fbusiness.yougov.com%2Fcontent%2F49572-british-attitudes-towards-sustainability-on-world-environment-day-2024&data=05%7C02%7CDanielle.Dyer%40cma.gov.uk%7C26cf9fe9eef648e005b708dcdbdf0811%7C1948f2d40bc24c5e8c34caac9d736834%7C1%7C0%7C638626998201114231%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=9NWYHznEAoV%2FqNrvZ5bfhSjNTQ0U6S8sxgCQ1zyWzxQ%3D&reserved=0
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manufacturers are large and appear to be concentrated in Wales and 
England. Wholesalers, retailers and other consumer-facing businesses 
comprise a much more fragmented set of suppliers, including SMEs who 
operate within a single nation. 

(b) With some exceptions, SUP regulations do not appear to have materially 
changed the structure of supply chains. 

(c) In some cases, large firms appear to be drivers of a supply chain’s 
transition to alternatives as they account for a large proportion of demand 
and often have public-facing sustainability commitments. 

(d) Many consumers care about sustainability but may be less willing to pay 
higher prices for SUP alternatives.   

(e) Stakeholders told us that, in common with SUP items, some SUP 
alternatives also come with challenges for the environment.  
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4. THE IMPACT OF SINGLE-USE PLASTIC REGULATIONS 
ON BUSINESSES AND THEIR STRATEGIES 

Summary of Chapter 4 

• This chapter covers business costs from SUP regulations, strategies businesses 
typically adopt, and interactions between UK and EU SUP regulations. 

• The cost of complying with SUP regulations is generally much higher than the 
additional costs from managing differences of SUP regulations between UK nations. 
This is because large businesses can often avoid these potential additional costs by 
adopting a single set of standards that allows them to comply with all national 
regulations simultaneously.  

• Large businesses are generally aware of the Market Access Principles (MAPs) but 
told us they would not choose to rely on them as this would not align with their 
sustainability goals and carried reputational risks. SMEs generally have much less 
awareness of the Act and the MAPs.  

• Almost all stakeholders much prefer SUP regulations across the UK (and where 
relevant, in the EU) to be aligned, both in terms of scope and implementation 
timings. Some large manufacturers told us that the EU SUP Directive is of greater 
importance to them than UK SUP legislation. 

• Businesses of all sizes get information about regulatory change from trade 
associations. Whilst larger businesses often have additional sources of information, 
SMEs are especially reliant on updates from trade associations. 

Costs to businesses of SUP regulations 

4.1 In undertaking this study, we obtained qualitative information about business 
costs, rather than quantitative data. Accordingly, this section focuses on 
categories of cost to identify potential impacts of restrictions on SUP products 
where internal market effects are potentially at play. 

4.2 There are two main categories of compliance costs to businesses arising from 
SUP regulations: 

(a) Fundamental compliance costs arising from the changes needed to 
comply with the regulations themselves; and 
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(b) Additional costs which may arise specifically from managing regulatory 
differences between the UK nations for firms that operate across several 
UK nations.  

4.3 For those businesses trading within the UK internal market, and internationally, 
there can be additional compliance costs related to international regulations. As 
many larger UK firms also trade with the EU, the EU SUP Directive has 
impacts, in addition to UK SUP regulations. 

Compliance costs 

4.4 There are a number of different types of costs for complying with SUP 
regulations: 

● Familiarisation costs. Larger firms typically spend time tracking and 
understanding legislative changes. We heard that smaller businesses face 
significantly greater costs, relative to their size, regarding time spent 
finding out about, and preparing for, changes. 

● Set-up costs. In addition to costs from updating machinery and 
administrative and logistical processes, other potential set-up costs of 
establishing a new compliant system include IT changes, branding and 
marketing changes, redesign for any new labelling requirements, staff 
training, trialling of alternatives, identification of new suppliers, and raising 
customer awareness of the legal changes. We were told by stakeholders 
that a significant proportion of set-up costs could be reduced with early 
clear guidance from government and adequate implementation timescales. 
This would allow for planning, the using-up of existing stock, and time to 
ensure that there is sufficient availability of alternatives to the banned or 
restricted SUP product, to prevent any price spike at initial implementation. 

● Changeover costs. We also were told about changeover costs 
associated with the switch to alternative products, as due diligence must 
be maintained throughout the supply chain to ensure all remaining stock is 
legal. Restrictions also have an impact on what to do with existing stock 
once an SUP product ban comes into force, with a risk that it may be sent 
to landfill, at additional cost, unless it can be sold off elsewhere. 

● Costs of alternatives. A significant ongoing cost of complying is the 
additional cost of producing and buying alternatives to SUP products, as 
we were told that plastic is generally a cheaper material to use. We heard 
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that there can be a spike in demand for alternatives at the point at which 
bans come into effect with a corresponding higher initial price. 
Stakeholders also told us that prices for some SUP alternatives were 
generally three or four times higher than the SUP products they replaced, 
falling to 1.5 to two times higher once the legislation had bedded in. We 
were told that manufacturers and wholesalers of alternatives to SUP 
products generally operate at a high volume with a low profit margin, so 
increases in variable costs present difficulties for these businesses, and 
we heard that some had lost sales to non-compliant companies. 

● Reporting costs. There may be additional costs associated with 
administrative requirements for recording data associated with SUP 
regulations, such as the number of reusable cups used. Several 
stakeholders told us that Extended Producer Responsibility obligations will 
have a significant impact on businesses, likely more so than current SUP 
restrictions.58   

Additional costs related to managing regulatory differences 

4.5 The majority of costs that we heard about related to firms complying with 
regulations in the nation in which the regulation applies, or to firms adopting a 
single approach across the whole of the UK. In relation to differences in SUP 
restrictions between the nations (where firms do not adopt a single approach) 
additional categories of costs may apply, particularly in the case of SUP 
regulations on product design rather than outright bans. However, 
manufacturers and retailers told us that in general these additional costs 
incurred due to regulatory differences were much smaller than those for 
complying with the underlying SUP regulations. 

4.6 Based on our stakeholder engagement, we understand that the costs of 
regulatory differences in relation to SUP products are likely to be greatest at the 
top of the supply chain (ie for manufacturing). Businesses told us that choosing 
to comply separately with different regulations in each nation would require 
manufacturers to develop two (or more) versions of products. Each product 
version needed would require a separate Stock Keeping Unit (SKU) to 
differentiate it from product versions that were intended for sale in other UK 
nations. Depending on the regulation, the product (eg a container) might need 

 
58 A trade association told us there will be substantial amounts of data management and gathering which businesses 
currently do not have the capacity to do, and they will have to bear the costs of either outsourcing or hiring-in to 
cover. 
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to be made of a different material, and it might need to carry different 
information on the label.59 For manufacturers, there would also be the cost of 
lost production capacity, as production lines would need to be halted each time 
to swap over to a different SKU.  

4.7 Businesses told us that, in this scenario, some increased costs would apply to 
other parts of the supply chain. For example, each SKU would need to be 
stored separately so requiring more space in factories, distribution centres and 
warehouses, and businesses may face increased transport costs due to 
reduced economies of scale. In addition, limitations on where the product can 
be sold would mean higher stock levels being needed to avoid shortages and 
would also likely lead to increases in waste, as stock would be harder to use up 
quickly. There would also be increased costs in ensuring that only compliant 
products were offered in each market and differing reporting requirements can 
also require extra processes to be put in place. Faced with these costs 
associated with differential regulation, where possible, and where lower cost to 
do so, we were told that firms will seek to have a single business model which is 
compliant across all the nations.60 

4.8 We also heard that even small differences in regulations between nations can 
be costly to businesses operating across borders, especially to small 
businesses for whom the time needed to understand the requirements 
represents a higher proportional business cost. This may also act as a 
disincentive for small businesses to expand their businesses across borders.  

4.9 As some specific examples:  

(a) One food manufacturer told us they will sometimes choose to reduce their 
product range in a nation where regulatory differences arise, and that 
whilst this rationalisation itself does not cost money, it reduces the 
company’s presence and there is a loss of market share and revenue.  

 
59 For example, one stakeholder told us that changing materials upfront, including labels, is expensive, especially 
when it also reduced the ability to supply into other markets. 
60 One retailer told us that the preparation for compliance can be more time consuming than the actual roll out. So, if 
the regulations are specific to one location, there can be savings in only implementing it there. However, if there is a 
subsequent need to roll out a change to other nations, due to nations implementing similar regulations at a later date, 
then it may be more cost efficient in the long-run to adapt the business model in anticipation of the future SUP 
restriction coming into effect. 
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(b) A business consultancy told us that businesses are more likely to simply 
stop supplying to a ‘smaller’ nation if the regulatory differences mean their 
current products can no longer be supplied.  

(c) A trade association told us that they had a few members that had decided 
not to sell in Northern Ireland and some members were also considering 
ceasing selling in Scotland due to additional SUP product reporting 
requirements.  

4.10 In contrast, some stakeholders told us that where one UK nation is the first to 
introduce a new SUP regulation (a ‘first mover’ nation), there may be 
opportunities for businesses to undertake trial runs of new approaches. These 
can later be rolled out across other nations, with lessons learned resulting in 
reduced costs in the later wider UK implementation. Businesses could also save 
on wastage costs by running stock down to other nations where the SUP items 
remain compliant for a period. 

Factors that can affect the impact on businesses of complying with SUP 
regulations   

4.11 An SUP item ban can have differential impacts on different sectors and on 
businesses within the same sector. We were told that a ban can have a smaller 
impact in some parts of the supply chain; for example, for larger retailers where 
SUP product costs are not a significant proportion of their costs. Conversely, we 
were told that a ban often has a bigger impact on small and medium sized 
enterprises (SMEs), who frequently have less knowledge of upcoming 
regulatory changes, and therefore reduced opportunities to secure better deals 
of alternative products in advance. We were told that this can drive up prices of 
alternatives, although we also heard that some smaller SMEs in the food-to-go 
sector have avoided these costs by continuing to use cheaper banned SUP 
items. 

4.12 We were told that, where there are ready alternatives available, compliance 
costs for many businesses are usually lower in the case of an outright ban on 
the sale of a product, rather than, for example, product regulations requiring 
separate production for different nations.61 

 
61 Clearly, businesses may lose out financially in the case of an outright ban through lost sales. In this section of the 
report, our focus is on the costs of businesses of complying with SUP regulations. 
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4.13 Whilst there are exceptions, our stakeholder engagement indicated that costs 
are likely to be highest for companies at the top of the supply chain such as 
manufacturers, where additional costs can be large.62 Whilst many companies 
manufacturing plastics are using generic machinery which can be adapted 
relatively straightforwardly to produce alternative products, those making items 
from expanded polystyrene (EPS) appear to have had the biggest challenges 
with reconfiguration, needing a completely new system.63  

4.14 Stakeholders told us that some costs of regulatory differences are potentially 
avoidable. They said that the adoption of standardised definitions of what 
constitutes an SUP product, with clear guidelines and information notices to 
accompany the legislation, along with adequate timescales for implementation, 
would help reduce these types of cost. 

4.15 We were told that the costs of complying with regulations or arising from 
regulatory differences are sometimes absorbed by businesses, sometimes 
passed on further down the supply chain, and sometimes shared. We heard 
that larger businesses were more likely to absorb compliance costs, as were 
upstream firms, such as large manufacturers and suppliers to businesses.  

4.16 Some firms told us they are more willing to bear the cost of the increase as the 
transition to more sustainable products is part of their business ethos and goals. 
However, we heard that some producers (such as farmers) have struggled 
more with the costs of regulations because it is harder for them to raise prices 
to cover them as they may have contracts setting out prices with their main 
customers, thus having fewer options for passing on increased costs. We were 
told that other types of SME often do pass increased costs onto their 
customers.  

Business strategies applied to single-use plastics regulations 

4.17 In this section, we look at the various business strategies that businesses adopt 
in relation to SUP regulations. We first discuss the range of considerations that 
businesses take into account, and where they get their information on 
regulations from. We then look broadly at how small and medium sized 
businesses may respond, and separately how larger businesses may respond. 

 
62 We were told that a manufacturing company invested over £10 million in converting their production lines.  
63 We heard that, for one manufacturer who specialised in producing wet wipes containing plastic, the high costs for a 
refit resulted in closure of the business. 
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4.18 Businesses across the UK nations seem to have similar attitudes to the use and 
replacement of SUP products, with trade associations telling us that they had 
not seen much evidence that their members in different nations have responded 
differently to SUP regulations, with the exception of some businesses trading in 
Northern Ireland. 

4.19 Based on our stakeholder engagement, we understand that there are a range of 
important considerations that businesses take into account when forming their 
strategies for responding to SUP regulations, including:  

● Potential for additional compliance costs 

● Business understanding of the Act and the MAPs 

● Other legal compliance matters 

● International regulations 

● Supply chain complexity 

● Product features 

● Consumer behaviour and expectations 

● Broader sustainability commitments.64 

4.20 Our stakeholder engagement indicates that SUP providers of all sizes and in all 
sectors that trade across the UK tend to see the UK as a unified market, with 
some going further and regarding the EU and UK as a single market. Almost all 
businesses told us that they have a strong preference for working to a single set 
of regulations at least across the UK, with some also preferring alignment with 
EU regulations. 

4.21 Whilst some stakeholders did see some benefits in having differing regulations 
within the UK, such as being able to trial new processes, many went on to say 
that they consider these advantages are considerably outweighed by the costs 
and complexities of any differences in SUP regulations between the nations.  

4.22 Before businesses can determine their strategies on SUP products, they need 
to gather information about current and future regulations. Trade associations 

 
64 We have not attempted to rank these factors in order of relative importance. 
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play an important role for businesses of all sizes65, both in gathering the views 
of their members for consultations in relation to regulatory change, and in 
disseminating information about changes back to their members.  

4.23 Some large wholesalers told us they provide information on the latest legislation 
to their customers to ensure they are correctly informed and there is a correct 
understanding in the supply chain of why certain products are no longer 
available. Wholesalers also use the opportunity to discuss alternative products 
and future customer needs.  

4.24 We were told that large businesses will often have dedicated external affairs 
staff to stay updated on regulatory changes and may have subscriptions to 
services providing legal updates. They are more likely than smaller firms to 
engage directly with government during the policy making process. They may 
also be members of several trade associations, who will provide them with 
information on upcoming regulations, and large businesses may also be 
represented on relevant trade association (or industry) working groups. 

4.25 Medium sized businesses more typically rely on the trade press for updates, 
alongside tools like the British Plastics Federation’s legislation tracker for 
information, and other information from trade associations. They may also sit on 
some working groups.  

4.26 Smaller SMEs are most likely to rely heavily on trade associations for their 
information, and trade associations told us that there were always some 
members who became aware of legislative changes very late in the process or 
were still unaware of them post-implementation.  

Strategies pursued by small and medium sized businesses 

4.27 Within the category of SMEs there is a spectrum of business size, with a SME 
typically being defined as a business with between one to 250 employees. This 
section draws out the principal differences between all sizes of SMEs and larger 
businesses. In general, the issues we identify in paragraphs 4.28 to 4.34 below 
are most strongly associated with those businesses at the smaller end of the 
spectrum. 

4.28 We were told that SMEs have often not heard of the Act or the MAPs and 
generally do not have knowledge of the exclusions position from the MAPs for 

 
65 To keep their members informed we heard that trade associations commonly use regular meetings, biweekly or 
monthly newsletters, participation in delivery groups, ‘bootcamps’, learning blogs, surveys on regulations, webinars, 
and roundtable discussions. 
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many SUP items. Trade associations told us that SMEs also generally have 
less understanding of the SUP regulations and there is confusion around the 
different prohibitions on manufacturing, supply, and sale of goods.  

4.29 As a general rule, SMEs face greater costs regarding their time and have fewer 
resources to focus on compliance issues. For example, larger businesses are 
more likely to employ someone to focus on regulation or compliance, but SMEs 
typically will not.  

4.30 In contrast to larger businesses, for SMEs, the overall size of the market in the 
nation first implementing a ban is often of lesser importance. Their strategy may 
depend on how much they trade in a market, and they might simply follow the 
rules of their own largest market. For example, we were told that smaller drinks 
producers may not be able to invest in adapting manufacturing processes to 
produce tethered caps which will be legally required to sell in Northern Ireland 
due to the EU SUP Directive, once this is implemented in Northern Ireland.66 
For SMEs selling SUP products from a distribution centre in one UK nation to 
other nations in the UK, staggered implementations may cause additional 
challenges. We were told that SMEs generally do not have the same processes 
to be able to disaggregate product lines to suit different nations as easily as 
large businesses, who often have distribution centres in each nation.  
 

4.31 Conversely, a trade association told us that SMEs may have a greater ability 
than larger businesses to quickly pivot and change supply chains and so can 
respond more dynamically to anticipate regulations and exploit opportunities. 
However, they may not understand the regulatory change properly or have the 
resources available to take advantage of such opportunities. In addition, we 
were told that some SMEs are tied to larger businesses (for example, if they are 
part of a franchise) and so they may have less scope for experimentation and 
innovation. 

4.32 We were also told that SMEs are more likely than larger businesses to be non-
compliant in their supply and usage of SUP products. This may partly be 
because smaller businesses are unaware of the SUP restrictions so may not 
realise they are using or selling banned products. It could also be that some 
SMEs are less concerned about possible reputational issues from using banned 
products than are larger businesses. In addition, smaller wholesalers selling to 

 
66 One stakeholder told us that, if the manufacturer does not also sell to the EU, they may instead choose to keep 
supplying bottles with non-tethered caps within Great Britain and not to supply in Northern Ireland.  
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independent fast-food outlets may wish to gain a competitive advantage and 
increase sales volumes at the expense of compliant firms, given SUP 
alternatives are usually more expensive. Some small businesses, such as small 
fast-food outlets, may consider how much enforcement of SUP regulations they 
see, and if they feel that they are unlikely to face any penalties, may choose to 
ignore restrictions to avoid the higher costs associated with alternative (ie non-
SUP) products. We explore these issues further in paragraphs 5.3 – 5.10 below. 

4.33 One important period in relation to compliance with SUP regulations, in the 
context of regulatory differences between nations, was the introduction by the 
Scottish Government of restrictions on SUP items such as on plates and cutlery 
and some items made of expanded polystyrene. When these restrictions were 
introduced in Scotland on 1 June 2022, there was a period of around two 
months when sales of these items were legal in England and Wales, but sales 
were banned in Scotland. The existence of the MAPs meant that firms 
transferring the items into Scotland from other UK nations and selling them in 
Scotland were able to do so legally, despite the ban. This position lasted until 
the UK Government granted the Scottish Government an exclusion for a list of 
specific SUP items from the MAPs on 11 August 2022. This exclusion had the 
effect that it became illegal to transfer these SUP items from elsewhere in the 
UK for sale in Scotland, where they were banned. 

4.34 In relation to this two-month period, we have not seen direct evidence to 
suggest that the MAPs were knowingly used to transfer SUP items which had 
been banned in Scotland from other UK nations to sell them legally in Scotland 
using the MAPs. Stakeholders told us that transfers of SUP items during this 
period into Scotland were generally from SMEs who (based on our stakeholder 
engagement; see paragraph 4.28) are less likely to be familiar with the MAPs. 
On this basis, it seems to us probable that the MAPs were not knowingly relied 
upon to legitimise the trade. Stakeholders also told us that the sale of these 
banned SUP items in Scotland (and other parts of the UK) has continued after 
the exclusion from the MAPs was granted, so the legality or otherwise of the 
trade would not appear to have been a significant factor for those firms trading 
the banned items during this two-month period.  



43 

Strategies pursued by larger businesses 

4.35 Larger businesses generally have some knowledge of the Act, though some are 
less clear about the MAPs and how the exclusions for SUP items from the 
MAPs have affected the legality of sales.67  

4.36 We were told that larger firms will sometimes take on a role of seeking to 
ensure that government has a good understanding of the business impacts of 
any legislation and will look to lobby government by presenting policy makers 
with evidence of the scale of impacts or by identifying any unintended 
consequences.  

4.37 In the case studies that we included in our 2023-24 Annual Report68, we spoke 
to businesses about SUP restrictions, deposit return schemes, foods that are 
high in fat, salt and sugar, and precision breeding (genetic editing). They told us 
they would not choose to rely on the MAPs to enable sales of products into a 
nation where they are banned. They also said they wished to respect local laws 
and considered that relying on the MAPs could be seen as ‘using a loophole’, 
with consequent reputational damage to their brands.    

4.38 Many large businesses told us that due to the additional complexities, risks, and 
costs incurred in operating separate systems for sales into different UK nations, 
their preference was often to adopt a single set of standards that allows them to 
comply with all national regulations simultaneously. This approach is adopted to 
reduce overall costs by maintaining simplicity across systems and by 
maximising economies of scale.  

4.39 Sometimes the rules of a ‘smaller’ nation are followed across larger nations. For 
example, we were told about a manufacturer choosing to print Welsh calorie 
labelling requirements on products for all UK nations, and that some retailers 
chose to start using paper straws across the UK once Scotland brought in 
legislation on SUP straws. 

4.40 One retailer told us that planning for a legislative change can be more time 
consuming than the actual roll out of processes for it. If a business judges that it 
is likely that the other UK nations will follow a ‘first mover’ nation, then they may 
conclude that they will reduce costs overall if they choose to roll out what they 
expect to be the most restrictive policies across the UK and only go through this 

 
67 We would also note that all the businesses we engaged with were, to an extent, ‘self-selecting’ and therefore not 
representative of all UK businesses. 
68 OIM 2023-2024 Annual Report. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/annual-report-on-the-operation-of-the-uk-internal-market-2023-to-2024/annual-report-on-the-operation-of-the-uk-internal-market-2023-to-2024#business-strategy-case-studies
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process once. Whilst this approach was commonly adopted by large 
businesses, we did hear of some examples where some businesses have 
chosen not to do so. Cost is a big driver to these decisions, with some 
stakeholders telling us that it is sometimes more cost efficient to implement a 
change initially in one nation and use the lessons learnt when implementing it in 
other nations. 

4.41 Businesses also told us that that it can be lower cost to implement changes in 
the ‘first mover’ nation only, where they felt that regulations implemented there 
were unlikely to be replicated in other parts of the UK. However, in cases where 
other nations did subsequently implement similar SUP legislation, this approach 
had resulted in additional costs due to those firms having lost the opportunity to 
make streamlined changes simultaneously across the UK.  

4.42 As specific examples: 

(a) In relation to the Scottish Government’s proposal to charge at least 25p on 
drinks sold in single-use cups, one retailer said that it would be a 
challenge to employ a universal approach across the UK, despite that 
strategy being their preference. The retailer stated that it would only apply 
the rules to its Scottish business, where it would be legally required to do 
so, as it considered it was too uncertain whether other governments might 
implement similar rules. As such, the business considered that this was 
the lowest cost and least complex way to respond.  

(b) Another stakeholder told us that managing regulatory differences is less of 
an issue for them as they had a separate distribution centre in one nation 
enabling them to only hold products for that nation there. They were also 
able to ‘de-range’ certain products in specific branches. 

4.43 Some stakeholders mentioned that they sometimes took the decision to reduce 
their product lines in a nation that had differing regulations to avoid complexity. A 
manufacturer told us that there is a minimum order quantity for products to be 
profitable and if it cannot be fulfilled for a nation in its existing format and it is not 
cost effective to change the format, then the product will be withdrawn from that 
market. They told us they would choose the most cost-effective format, not 
necessarily that with the strictest regulatory requirement. Large businesses we 
spoke to also told us that regulatory differences may reduce consumer choice 
across nations, as seen to an extent in Northern Ireland, where some businesses 
reported having reduced product lines there, due to the complexities of adhering 
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to different sets of regulations. Similarly, with the proposed single-use plastic bag 
ban in Wales, one retailer has suggested they may stop offering alternative (ie 
non-plastic) bags in Wales.    

4.44 Some sectors have specific considerations which influence their strategy. For 
example, an airline told us that, whilst it had taken steps to reduce its SUP 
usage, it also considered the weight of the alternatives, as any additional weight 
increased its CO2 emissions on flights. It also explained that it was subject to 
requirements to incinerate certain waste that had come into contact with food 
and drink as part of measures to reduce international disease transmission. The 
airline felt that a holistic approach was needed for evaluating SUP usage, and 
that some exceptions for certain industries should be considered by 
governments. 

4.45 Although businesses told us they preferred regulatory alignment, we were also 
informed about how businesses have approached staggered implementation 
dates. For example, one manufacturer mentioned that when Scotland 
implemented a ban on EPS food containers and cups, the business was able to 
stabilise its production process prior to the subsequent SUP ban across 
England and Wales. In contrast, several wholesalers we spoke to also told us 
that they had had leftover EPS stock they had been unable to use. 

4.46 For some larger businesses we heard that sustainability is a core value, and so 
they have often already been ahead of SUP regulations, meaning no further 
changes were needed when regulation was introduced. Some businesses told 
us that they had foreseen that it was inevitable that a lot of the SUP bans would 
come into force across the UK in the long term, especially considering the 
influence of EU SUP policy in this area. These businesses were not significantly 
affected by differing regulations, particularly staggered timelines, as many were 
members of the UK Plastics Pact69 and had acted early to remove plastic from 
their operations by making voluntary commitments to remove SUP items 
identified on WRAP’s elimination list prior to official legislation. In addition, some 
UK manufacturing companies had divested themselves of restricted products 
already and we were told that as many items had previously been cheaper to 
import than manufacture in the UK, the restrictions had had limited impacts on 
them as UK-based manufacturers.  

 
69 The UK Plastics Pact ‘brings together governments, businesses, local authorities, citizens and NGOs behind a 
common vision and commitment towards a circular system to eliminate problematic and unnecessary packaging 
through redesign and innovation and targets to make plastic packaging reusable, recyclable or compostable.’ 

https://www.wrap.ngo/taking-action/plastic-packaging/initiatives/the-uk-plastics-pact
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4.47 In general, large firms told us they tend to follow SUP rules compatible with the 
largest of their markets, and this might be the EU, rather than the UK as a 
whole or one of the UK nations. We consider the influence of EU SUP 
restrictions further in the next section. 

Interaction with EU single-use plastics restrictions 

4.48 We were told by large manufacturers selling in the EU that the EU SUP 
Directive is of greater importance to them than UK legislation. With some 
exceptions (eg wet wipes), stakeholders told us they considered EU bans on 
SUP items to be generally more stringent than UK bans, so by following those, 
it usually also allows for sales of the product in the UK, although they 
acknowledged there were some challenges with this approach. All businesses 
we spoke to that operate internationally noted that complying with intra-UK 
regulatory difference, in addition to EU regulations, generally leads to additional 
pressures, including increased compliance costs and the potential for market 
limitations.70 

4.49 In contrast to proposed bans on supply and sale of wet wipes containing plastic 
within the UK, the EU allows the manufacture and sale of wet wipes but has 
introduced Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) and awareness 
requirements and mandatory labelling on these products. UK manufacturers 
may still be able to manufacture wet wipes containing plastic for export to the 
EU, but will not be able to sell them within the UK (unless exempted supply to 
medical or industrial settings) once the proposed bans come into force. Some 
UK-based manufacturers have raised concerns about possible future bans on 
the manufacture of wet wipes in the UK. One stakeholder noted that producing 
plastic-free versions for the UK market required substantial investment to 
modify manufacturing processes to ensure a comparably performing product. 

4.50 One challenge experienced by suppliers is that EU labelling rules require the 
labels to be printed in the language of the nation it is sold into. This is relevant 
for firms wishing to manufacture items for sale in both the Republic of Ireland 
and Northern Ireland. The label should be in English and in Irish for sales to the 
Republic of Ireland, but manufacturers are aware of cultural and other 
sensitivities in also labelling products for Northern Ireland in Irish as well as 

 
70 One manufacturer noted that an option to mirror EU legislation in the recent Product Regulation & Metrology Bill 
would be welcome. 
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English, so often produce an English-only label for those products. This has the 
impact of products not being able to be sold in both nations interchangeably.  

4.51 We heard that many businesses are concerned with the challenges and 
additional costs of supplying Northern Ireland and whether the EU’s EPR 
regulations will apply in Northern Ireland under the Windsor Framework. Some 
stakeholders told us that NI-GB regulatory differences could lead to some firms 
choosing to exit the market in NI, if they considered it to be too small a market 
to serve profitably on its own.  

4.52 One stakeholder told us that because the EU SUP Directive had yet to be 
implemented in Northern Ireland it was uncertain what its effects might be. They 
told us that businesses’ knowledge in Northern Ireland about likely future SUP 
regulations was currently low, with a lack of immediacy for firms in relation to 
SUP issues and possible alternative products. They also told us that, in relation 
to food, any effects in Northern Ireland of the EU SUP Directive had to be 
considered alongside the Windsor Framework and the island of Ireland as a 
whole, due to the integrated nature of the food supply chain.  

Conclusions 

4.53 The majority of costs incurred by businesses for compliance with SUP 
regulations across the UK relate to either the need to change production 
methods or to source SUP alternatives.  

4.54 In practice, we did not find material costs arising from managing divergence in 
SUP regulations, where firms trade across the UK and take different 
approaches in each nation. Where regulatory differences exist, firms that trade 
across borders explained that their strategy tends to be to either adopt the 
highest standard across more than one nation, or manage the differences, or 
(potentially) exit from national markets.  

4.55 The large businesses we spoke to are generally aware of the Act and of the 
MAPs. None of the large stakeholders we spoke to told us that they would rely 
on the MAPs to continue to sell into national markets where bans were in place, 
but where sales continued to be lawful in other UK nations. They explained to 
us that to do so would not align with their sustainability goals and they felt would 
give the appearance of using a ‘loophole’ in the law and so carried reputational 
risks to their brands. By contrast, SMEs generally have much less awareness of 
the Act and the MAPs.  
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4.56 We saw no evidence of businesses knowingly relying on the MAPs to sell SUP 
products that had been banned in Scotland during the two-month window when 
sales from other UK nations continued to be lawful prior to the exclusion from 
the MAPs coming into effect. 

4.57 Almost all stakeholders told us they much prefer SUP regulations across the UK 
(and where relevant, in the EU) to be aligned both in terms of scope and also 
implementation dates. Although some businesses saw small benefits from 
staggered implementation, such as being able to trial systems and run off stock, 
they told us these advantages were considerably outweighed by the potential 
challenges and costs of regulatory differences. 

4.58 Businesses of all sizes get much of their information about SUP regulatory 
change from trade associations. Larger businesses often have additional 
sources of information such as external legal subscriptions or membership of an 
industry working group. SMEs are especially reliant on updates from trade 
associations, and some may still be unaware of legislative changes post-
implementation. 
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5. LESSONS LEARNED FROM PREVIOUS SINGLE-USE 
PLASTICS REGULATIONS  

Summary of Chapter 5 

• This chapter covers lessons learned and feedback from businesses about the 
practicalities of managing previous rounds of SUP regulations and makes 
recommendations from these for policy makers. Businesses are keen to work more 
closely with governments to enable their experiences to feed into policy making and 
would welcome earlier consultation with them before policy is developed.   

• Stakeholders told us there is lack of compliance from SMEs for some SUP 
legislation, particularly those related to plastic cutlery and expanded polystyrene food 
containers. This may undermine policy ambitions. 

• Stakeholders especially value consistency across governments regarding legislation 
including on definitions of banned SUP products and alternatives, alignment in scope 
and implementation timings, exemptions, and reporting requirements.     

• Stakeholders would appreciate improved government measures for education and 
awareness of SUP legislation, particularly for SMEs and consumers. In addition, they 
would value more timely and comprehensive communications on guidance for 
businesses. Stakeholders asked for longer implementation timings and consideration 
to be given to allowing more grace periods. 

5.1 In this chapter, we report on a number of lessons learned from previous SUP 
regulations which stakeholders told us about. Some of these lessons relate 
directly to the impact of differential SUP regulations on businesses, whereas 
others are broader in nature. We are reporting both sets of feedback, partly 
because the appropriate policy response in both cases can be similar and partly 
to maximise the benefit to governments of this report.  

5.2 We spoke to trade associations and businesses about their experiences with 
past SUP regulations and what they considered governments in the UK could 
do to support businesses to comply with future rounds. A number of 
stakeholders acknowledged that it had been helpful that the governments’ 
actions had followed similar restrictions to those contained in the EU SUP 
Directive and that this had been positive and had led to general alignment 
between the nations regarding the scope of SUP restrictions.  



50 

Compliance and enforcement  

5.3 Many stakeholders raised the issue of compliance with, and enforcement of, 
SUP legislation. Most stakeholders we spoke to, from across the supply chain, 
commented on a lack of compliance and told us that the continued use of 
banned items such as single-use plastic cutlery and EPS containers is a 
concern, particularly among small independent fast-food businesses.  

5.4 There appear to be several underlying causes for this. We were told by 
stakeholders that governments, in their view, had provided insufficient 
information aimed at small businesses and consumers about SUP items and 
alternatives, with the result that a significant number of SMEs have little or no 
knowledge of the underlying regulations and are therefore unaware that they 
are using banned items. Many consumers are similarly unaware of the 
restrictions, so are unable to challenge use of banned products, or know how 
they might report banned items in use. 

5.5 In addition, for businesses trying to comply, we were told by stakeholders that, 
in their view, a lack of clarity around the definitions of SUP alternatives and 
banned items could lead to accidental non-compliance.  

5.6 We were told that overseas manufacturers of SUP products operate on high 
volumes and low margins, which in combination with significant added costs of 
switching to the manufacture of SUP alternatives, means they may not have an 
incentive to comply with SUP regulations. These weak incentives would be 
reinforced if enforcement of SUP regulations is limited, and if customers 
continue to import non-compliant products.  

5.7 Given these commercial incentives, limitations in enforcement may also be a 
contributory factor to non-compliance. Local authorities (LAs) have 
responsibility for enforcement of compliance of SUP restrictions, but 
stakeholders told us there is limited funding to do so. Stakeholders told us that, 
accordingly, LA efforts are often focused on educating businesses by explaining 
the nature of any breach, possibly accompanied by a warning. We were further 
told that it is important to ensure that any SUP restrictions also apply to, and are 
enforced for, online sales.  

5.8 A link between limited enforcement activity and low levels of compliance was 
noted by some stakeholders. A wholesaler told us that some businesses that 
had stopped using banned SUP items are now changing back to them, having 
perceived a lack of penalties for non-compliance.  

5.9 There are also potential competitive impacts from non-compliance. Some larger 
UK-based upstream firms, who are more likely to be compliant, told us their 
sales volumes are reducing, as they have been losing sales to non-compliant 
imports (see paragraph 5.6 above).  
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5.10 Several large upstream businesses voiced concerns to us that, having made 
considerable investment in becoming compliant with SUP restrictions, they now 
have reduced sales income. They warned that with items such as containers 
and cutlery used with fast-food, it has become more difficult for compliant firms 
to generate the volumes needed to ensure enough profit and return on 
investment, and they said that some larger firms may exit the supply of these 
compliant products. These businesses also warned that a lack of enforcement 
of the current SUP restrictions posed a threat to future rounds of SUP 
restrictions, as businesses may become less inclined to comply fully. 

Policy development and early collaboration 

5.11 Businesses and trade associations suggested that government departments 
within a nation should work together to ensure any restrictions are compatible 
with other national regulatory requirements. They also felt that in previous 
rounds of SUP legislation the four governments of the UK could have 
collaborated more with each other at an earlier stage.  

5.12 Businesses, trade associations and other stakeholders suggested that there 
should be earlier consultation with businesses before detailed policy is 
developed. They told us this would give businesses an early opportunity to raise 
any compliance issues they might foresee. They also told us that governments 
should be open to questions from industry and provide timely answers and 
recommended that businesses feed in more to the development of any 
exemptions to SUP restrictions.  

5.13 Some trade associations raised the issue of ensuring all sizes of businesses 
had opportunities to feed in early to policy teams. We were told that, currently, 
large businesses tend to have more input, but the needs of smaller businesses 
are different and can be overlooked at the early development stage. We were 
told that SMEs often felt disengaged from the policy process.  

5.14 Trade associations asked for governments to provide more detailed and 
informative consultations, with greater transparency and increased stakeholder 
engagement. 

Consistency of approaches across governments 

5.15 Many stakeholders told us how much they valued consistency of approaches 
between the governments of the UK in relation to SUP regulations. They told us 
that consistency between related sets of environmental regulations, between 
government departments within a nation, and between the regulations from the 
four governments of the UK and the EU SUP Directive are highly valued and 
reduce complexity faced by businesses. 
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5.16 Many stakeholders mentioned that the different definitions in use in the 
regulations caused challenges in understanding the requirements and raised 
uncertainty for business. We were told by businesses that, at times, there have 
been differing definitions in the legislation between the EU, HM Treasury, Defra, 
the Scottish Government and Welsh Government. As a result, businesses told 
us they spend longer reconfiguring, preparing, and adjusting manufacturing 
processes. Greater consistency of definitions could support more effective 
impact assessments as well, as it would allow for clarity and understanding on 
the underlying methodology and what products were included. We were told by 
the governments that differences can stem from the evolution of regulations and 
definitions. For example, the EU periodically refines and clarifies the meaning of 
its definitions in guidance following any EU Directives coming into law and this 
means European definitions can change over time, even after Directives are in 
force.   

5.17 Many stakeholders told us that alignment in implementation timings of SUP 
regulations within the UK is very much preferred and less confusing. They told 
us that differences in implementation timings had increased costs as they had 
had to prepare for similar rules several times.  

5.18 The recent collaboration between governments on the timing of the upcoming 
ban on single-use vapes was praised by many stakeholders as an exemplar of 
good coordination between governments and that the coordinated timing of the 
upcoming ban on single-use vapes for 1 June 2025 was welcome. In addition, 
several stakeholders told us they considered that all governments had worked 
well together on the restrictions on wet wipes containing plastic, with better 
regulation as a result.  

5.19 Businesses also told us they would like to see alignment on reporting 
requirements within the UK for SUP-related products, to reduce costs and 
complexity. Whilst one large business told us they had been able to outsource 
the analysis and reporting required, we also heard that different reporting 
requirements could be particularly burdensome for smaller businesses trading 
across borders.   

5.20 In addition, we heard that alignment between the timing of consultations would 
be much appreciated, where practicable. Currently, consultations can 
occasionally be overlapping, or close together, and trade associations told us 
that this made it challenging for them to provide input, and that repeated 
requests to members for their input sometimes resulted in lower response rates. 
They also told us that overlapping consultations made it harder for them to 
provide accurate and timely advice to their members. 

5.21 Larger firms told us that aligning to EU SUP policy is also important for them, in 
order to achieve consistency across their markets.  
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Government communications ahead of implementation 

5.22 Trade associations and businesses told us that improved education and 
awareness, especially for small businesses and consumers, is needed. We 
were told that clarity of messaging is vital, especially for raising awareness. 
Businesses told us that they felt the responsibility for informing consumers that 
SUP restrictions are in place should be the responsibility of government.  

5.23 Better timing of communications from governments around changes was also 
raised. One trade association told us of an instance where pre-implementation 
guidance had been unavailable at the date when the ban came into force, and 
they had had to rely on a consultation document to provide information for their 
members.  

5.24 Other stakeholders told us they find accessing the right information, at the right 
time, challenging. A stakeholder suggested that the creation of an interactive 
UK map showing all the SUP legislation in place, with planned implementation 
dates of new legislation, would be valuable, with exemptions and reporting 
requirements included. 

5.25 We also received views on the content of guidance. Trade associations told us 
that sometimes alternatives to banned SUP items were not explained, and that 
this information would be useful. For example, a stakeholder told us that, in their 
view, guidance was not clear on what will count as packaging and what will be 
considered a single-use plastic carrier bag in Wales in 2026. We were told that 
understanding the nuances of bans is very important for businesses and 
provides certainty for planning purposes. We heard that some guidance 
covered best practice, rather than the minimum legal standards, and that whilst 
information about best practice is valuable, both should be covered, and be 
clearly marked as such. It was suggested that a ‘frequently asked questions’ 
section should be added to guidance. 

5.26 We also heard from trade associations that governments face challenges 
reaching smaller businesses to explain regulations, who are often focused on 
immediate matters. One stakeholder advocated that the government should 
advertise upcoming changes in trade press.  

Other issues raised  

Business needs for successful implementation of new regulations 

5.27 Businesses told us they required enough time to respond to legislation to adapt 
and find solutions and run off stock. Most stakeholders said a minimum of 12-18 
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months is needed, starting from after guidance has been published, as they 
cannot begin detailed planning until then. 

5.28 We heard that some businesses needed longer than others. For example, a 
Scottish stakeholder told us that extra time was needed for those based on 
Scottish islands to run off stock, as they routinely carry more stock to cover for 
ferry cancellations. For small businesses, we heard that a twelve month roll out 
period is not long enough for them to use up existing seasonal stock, as they 
commonly put unsold stock aside to sell the following year. A large wholesaler 
told us that they felt more consideration is needed for situations where, for 
example, a commitment has already been made in the Far East for imported 
delivery, and time to receive the stock needed to be factored in. 

5.29 In the EU, for substantive changes to plastics legislation for food contact 
materials, transition times vary and are often 24 months. A stakeholder told us 
that it is important for UK nations to consider increased timelines for the future. 

5.30 We also heard that grace periods71 can mitigate risks associated with shorter 
implementation dates, and play an important role, especially for small 
businesses who can take longer to use up stock. We heard of a restriction 
which had come in, in October, when many businesses were already stocked 
up for Christmas, without a grace period. For businesses operating on low 
margins, a grace period allows them more time to adapt and absorb any 
financial impact.  

Future policies 

5.31 Stakeholders also shared their ideas for future SUP policy development: 

(a) One stakeholder told us that a ‘city-based’ approach to creating a circular 
economy72 had been successful in some case studies and could usefully 
be considered for SUP items. They said that the approach led to greater 
collaboration between businesses and local government and more 
appropriate responses for issues relevant to the local area. 

(b) One stakeholder suggested that for consumers to adhere to sustainability 
initiatives, there needs to be ‘choice editing’, by limiting non-sustainable 
options.  

(c) One business suggested that manufacturers could be encouraged by 
governments to develop alternatives, as they have the capacity to produce 

 
71 A grace period is a time period after implementation during which a particular rule does not apply, or only partially 
applies in a targeted manner. For example, businesses with a turnover below a certain level might be allowed to 
continue to sell a banned product for a limited period after implementation of a ban. 
72 A ‘city-based approach’ to the circular economy seeks to connect social, economic and environmental factors 
though developments in city-based infrastructure.  
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at scale, whereas their customers may each lack sufficient buyer power to 
encourage significant change. 

(d) Finally, a stakeholder told us that it was important that any future bans be 
weighed against considerations around food waste and food safety, with 
clarity around exceptions.  

Conclusions 

5.32 Stakeholders told us that there was a lack of compliance across the UK among 
small businesses for some SUP regulations, particularly those for plastic cutlery 
and expanded polystyrene food containers which may undermine policy 
ambition and goals.  

5.33 Trade associations and businesses asked for earlier consultation to take place, 
prior to policy being developed. In addition, they requested greater consistency, 
including in relation to definitions of SUP items which are banned, reporting 
requirements, and for alignment of SUP regulations where possible, including 
with scope and timings, across the UK and (for some stakeholders) preferably 
also with EU SUP regulations.  

5.34 Stakeholders asked for improved communications from governments with more 
education and awareness to be provided, especially for small businesses and 
consumers. They also asked for timely, clear guidance on SUP regulations, with 
‘frequently asked questions’ included, and alternative products set out, where 
possible. Trade associations and businesses also explained their needs for 
longer implementation times, and for grace periods for smaller businesses or 
others that need one. 
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6. RECOMMENDATIONS  

6.1 To support policymakers across the UK to manage regulatory difference or 
alignment between nations, depending on the specific SUP policy under 
consideration, in this final chapter we set out some practical recommendations, 
drawing on the insights and stakeholder engagement obtained through this 
study.  

6.2 We have considered our recommendations by reference to two scenarios, 
depending on the extent of policy alignment between governments. In 
developing these scenarios, we recognise that each government will make 
policy decisions in the interests of its citizens and will take into account a range 
of public policy considerations when deciding how to take forward regulations 
relating to SUP products. The recommendations below are therefore provided 
within the context of how governments may be able to achieve their policy aims 
while supporting the effective operation of the internal market in the UK.  

6.3 Where governments in all UK nations have broadly the same policy goal and 
intend to introduce bans or restrictions for the same SUP products, we 
recommend close collaboration between the governments via relevant Common 
Frameworks and other mechanisms to develop the specific SUP regulations, 
including (where possible) in respect of any exemptions from the regulations, 
reporting requirements, and related guidance. Such collaboration could include 
discussions between governments to consider carrying out joint consultations to 
reduce potential stakeholder fatigue and avoid confusion over similar questions, 
and for governments to endeavour to achieve common implementation dates, 
as has been the case with the proposed bans on the sale of single-use vapes 
and wet wipes containing plastic.  

6.4 Conversely, where governments may have different aims regarding SUP 
regulations, we recommend that governments work together to consider the 
potential impacts of these differences for businesses that trade across national 
borders, as such businesses are at risk from incurring additional costs from 
having to comply with different national requirements. In this scenario, we 
recommend that governments collaborate to explore options for designing 
regulations in a way that enables businesses, should they wish to, to adopt a 
single business model which is able to comply with any differences in national 
regulations.  

6.5 In both scenarios, we further recommend that governments provide relevant 
trade associations and businesses with clear guidance on SUP regulatory 
changes, and how to comply with them, at the earliest opportunity to help these 
businesses to plan for their transition to alternative products. Engagement with 
trade associations can be particularly important as small and medium size 
enterprises (SMEs) rely significantly on them for information.  
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ANNEX 1 – LIST OF SINGLE-USE PLASTICS REGULATIONS 

EU 

Product Legislation 

- Beverage stirrers 

- Beverage containers 
made of expanded 
polystyrene, including their 
caps and lids 

- Cotton bud sticks 

- Cups for beverages 
made of expanded 
polystyrene, including their 
covers and lids 

- Cutlery (forks, knives, 
spoons, chopsticks) 

- Food containers made of 
expanded polystyrene 

- Plates 

- Sticks to be attached to 
or to support balloons 

- Straws 

 

Directive 2019/904 on the reduction of the impact of certain 
plastic products on the environment (Single-use plastics directive) 

Made: 5 June 2019 

In force: 3 July 2021 (31 December 2024 for extended producer 
responsibility schemes) 

Scope: the single-use plastic products listed in column 1 [of the 
Directive], to products made from oxo-degradable plastic, and to 
fishing gear containing plastic. 

Requires: Member States to prohibit the placing on the market of 
the single-use plastic products listed in column 1 and of products 
made from oxo-degradable plastic. Beverage containers with a 
capacity of up to three litres that have caps and lids made of 
plastic to be placed on the market only if the caps and lids remain 
attached to the containers during the products’ intended use 
stage. 

Member States to establish extended producer responsibility 
schemes for producers to cover the costs of awareness raising 
measures, of waste collection for those products including 
transport and treatment of that waste, and the costs of cleaning 
up litter for the following single-use plastic products - Food 
containers, packets and wrappers used for food intended for 
immediate consumption; Beverage containers up to three litres 
and cups for beverages, including their covers and lids; 
Lightweight plastic carrier bags. As regards personal care and 
domestic wet wipes; balloons except those for industrial or 
professional use; tobacco products with filters, and such filters, 
Member States must establish schemes to cover the cost of 
awareness raising measures and of cleaning up litter resulting 
from those products.  
 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2019/904/oj
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England 

Product Legislation 

Single-use carrier bags 
made of lightweight 
plastic material 

The Single-use Carrier Bags Charges (England) Order 2015 (SI 
2015/776) 

(as amended by The Single-use Carrier Bags Charges (England) 
(Amendment) Order 2021)  (SI 2021/598) 

Made: 19 March 2015 

In force: 5 October 2015 

Requires sellers to charge a minimum of 10 pence (including any 
VAT) for each SUCB supplied in a reporting year and supply 
copies to the Secretary of State and to members of the public 
who ask for them. 

- single-use plastic 
straws 

- plastic drink stirrers 

- single-use plastic 
stemmed cotton buds* 

 

The Environmental Protection (Plastic Straws, Cotton Buds and 
Stirrers) (England) Regulations 2020  (SI 2020/971) 

Made: 10 September 2020 

In force: 2 Oct 2020 

In force: 3 July 2021 * 

The regulations prohibit persons from supplying or offering to 
supply certain plastic items in the course of a business. Also 
prohibit the supply of single-use plastic straws to an end user, 
subject to certain exceptions. The exceptions include the supply 
of straws by a catering establishment together with food or drink 
for immediate consumption, supply by registered pharmacies, or 
for use for medical purposes. The regulations also prohibit the 
supply of single-use plastic stemmed cotton buds to an end user, 
other than for medical, forensic or scientific purposes and the 
supply of plastic drink stirrers. 

- single-use plastic plate 
- single-use plastic tray 
- single-use plastic bowl 
- single-use plastic     
balloon stick 
- single-use plastic 
cutlery 

The Environmental Protection (Plastic Plates etc. and 
Polystyrene Containers etc.) (England) Regulations 2023  (SI 
2023/982) 

Made: 7 September 2023 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2015/776/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2021/598/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2021/598/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/971/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/971/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2023/982/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2023/982/contents/made
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- single-use polystyrene 
food or drink container 
- single-use polystyrene 
cup 

In force: 1 Oct 2023 

The regulations prohibit persons from supplying or offering to 
supply certain plastic or polystyrene items in the course of a 
business, the supply of single-use plastic plates, trays or bowls, 
balloon sticks and cutlery, and the supply of single-use 
polystyrene food or drink containers and cups. 

Single-use vapes The Environmental Protection (Single-use Vapes) (England) 
Regulations 2024 (SI 2024/1216) 

Made: 25 November 2024 

In force: 1 June 2025 

The regulations prohibit the supply, offer for supply or possession 
for supply of single-use vapes. Breach of the prohibitions is an 
offence (regulation 4), subject to the mutual recognition principle 
in the United Kingdom Internal Market Act 2020 (c. 27) where 
applicable. The Secretary of State may give a direction for the 
disposal or other treatment of single-use vapes in respect of 
which an offence has been committed 

Regulators are able to impose a range of civil sanctions, such as 
fixed monetary penalties, compliance notices, stop notices and 
enforcement undertakings. Failure to comply with a stop notice is 
an offence. Regulators can recover the costs of enforcement in 
the case of compliance notices and stop notices. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2024/1216/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2024/1216/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/id/ukpga/2020/27
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Scotland 

Product Legislation 

Single-use carrier bags The Single-use Carrier Bags Charge (Scotland) Regulations 2014 

(SSI 2014/161) 

Made: 3 June 2014 

In Force: 20 October 2014 

The regulations require suppliers of single-use carrier bags to 
charge a minimum 10 pence for SUCB supplied new for the 
purposes of taking goods away or of enabling goods to be 
delivered. 

Schedule 1 lists the circumstances in which a charge does not 
apply. 

 

Plastic-stemmed cotton 
buds 

 

The Environmental Protection (Cotton Buds) (Scotland) 
Regulations 2019 

(SSI 2019/ 271) 

Made: 29 August 2019 

In force: 12 Oct 2019 

The Regulations prohibit the manufacture and the sale of plastic 
stemmed cotton buds. 

- single-use expanded 
polystyrene beverage 
containers including their 
caps or lids, 
- single-use expanded 
polystyrene beverage 
cups including their 
covers and lids, 
- single-use expanded 
polystyrene food 
containers, 
- single-use plastic 
beverage stirrers, 

The Environmental Protection (Single-use Plastic Products) 
(Scotland) Regulations 2021 (SSI 2021/410) 

Made: 9 November 2021 

In force: 1 June 2022 

The regulations prohibit in the course of a business the 
manufacture, supply, offer to supply or have in possession for 
supply to an end user of the listed single-use plastic products 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2014/161/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2019/271/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2019/271/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2021/410/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2021/410/contents/made
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- single-use plastic 
cutlery, 
- single-use plastic 
plates, 
- single-use plastic 
balloon sticks 
- single-use plastic 
straws 
 
 
 

Excepted items are sticks for attaching to balloons for industrial 
or other professional uses; the supply of straws which are 
medical devices or are for use for medical purposes; the supply 
of straws by catering establishments together with food or drink 
for immediate consumption; the supply of straws in schools and 
care homes; the supply of straws for use in a support service 
which provides personal care or personal support; and the supply 
of straws which are packaging.  

- Single-use Vapes The Environmental Protection (Single-use Vapes) (Scotland) 
Regulations 2024 (SSI 2024/269) 

Made: 1 October 2024 

In force: 1 April 2025 

The regulations make it an offence for a person in the course of 
business, or a body corporate or a Scottish partnership or other 
unincorporated association, to supply, offer to supply, or have in 
their possession for supply, single-use vapes. 

- wet wipes containing 
plastic 
 

The Environmental Protection (Wet Wipes Containing Plastic) 
(Scotland) Regulations 2024 

The regulations will prohibit persons from supplying or offering to 
supply wipes containing plastic, subject to certain exceptions. 
These exceptions include supply by registered pharmacies, 
supply for medical purposes, supply to businesses or supply to 
local authorities.   

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2024/269/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2024/269/contents/made
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Wales 
 

Product Legislation 

Single-use carrier bags The Single-use Carrier Bags Charge (Wales) Regulations 2010 

(SI 2010/2880 (W238) 
Made: 30 November 2010 
In Force: 1 October 2011 

The regulations require sellers of goods to charge not less than 5 
pence for a single-use carrier bag and to keep a record of the 
number of SUCB sold and related information. The regulations 
were amended in 2011 to remove a requirement on small 
businesses to report. 

Schedule 1 lists exemptions from the requirement to charge. 
These include bags used for carrying food, uncooked meat and 
fish, loose seeds and bulbs and unpackaged goods contaminated 
by soil. 

Products for 
consumption of food and 
drink 

- Cups 

- Cutlery 

- Drink-stirrers 

- Lids for cups or 
takeaway food 
containers 

- Straws 

- Plates 

- Takeaway food 
containers 

Other products 

Balloon sticks 

The Environmental Protection (Single-use Plastic Products) 
(Wales) Act 2023  

The Environmental Protection (Single-use Plastic Products) 
(Wales) Act 2023 (Commencement No. 1) Order 2023 

Passed: 6 June 2023 

In force: 30 October 2023 

The Act prohibits the supply or offer to supply of a prohibited 
single-use plastic product to a consumer who is in Wales. 

Where two or more prohibited single-use plastic products are 
supplied, or offered for supply, together, this is treated as a single 
act of supply, or offering to supply, 

Exemptions apply for certain uses of straws (eg by a retail 
pharmacy business, for health or disability reasons of a person in 
care, if needed for health or disability reasons or for the provision 
of medical care or treatment). 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/wsi/2010/2880/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asc/2023/2/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asc/2023/2/contents
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/wsi/2023/1149/article/2/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/wsi/2023/1149/article/2/made
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Cotton buds 

Products made of oxo-
degradable plastic 
 
 
 
Single-use Vapes 

 

The Environmental Protection (Single-use Vapes) (Wales) 
Regulations 2024  (WSI 2024/1324 (W.223) 

Made: 11 December 2024 

In force: 1 June 2025 

The regulations prohibit the supply, or offer for supply, of single-
use vapes including those which do or do not contain nicotine. 
Reusable vapes will remain legal to sell. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/wsi/2024/1324/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/wsi/2024/1324/contents/made
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Northern Ireland 
 

Product Legislation 

 The EU Single-use plastics directive (Directive 2019/904) was 
applied by an amendment to the NI Protocol to the Withdrawal 
Agreement, Annex 2, item 25 Waste (Consolidated TEXT: 
12020W/TXT — EN — 17.05.2024) with amended dates for 
implementation, but it has yet to be transposed by NI legislation 

Single-use carrier bags The Single Use Carrier Bags Charge Regulations (Northern 
Ireland) 2013  NI Statutory Rules 2013/4 as amended by 

The Single Use Carrier Bags Charge (Amendment and 
Revocation) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2022  NI Statutory 
Rules 2022/ 33 

Made: 15 January 2013 

In force:  8 April 2013 

Last amended: 1 April 2022 

The regulations require sellers to charge customers a minimum of 
25 pence for each carrier bag supplied new    

Single-use Vapes The Environmental Protection (Single-use Vapes) Regulations 
(Northern Ireland) 2024  (NI Statutory Rules 2024/212) 

Made: 11 December 2024  

In force: 1 June 2025 

These regulations prohibit the supply, whether by sale or 
otherwise, in the course of business of single-use vapes   

Wet wipes Draft -The Environmental Protection (Wet Wipes Containing 
Plastic) Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2025 

These Regulations will prohibit persons from supplying or offering 
to supply wet wipes containing plastic 

 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2019/904/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:02020W/TXT-20240517
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:02020W/TXT-20240517
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2013/4/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2013/4/contents/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2022/33/note/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2022/33/note/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2024/212/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisr/2024/212/made
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/FE_Search/ExportFile.aspx?id=310443&filename=2024/TBT/GBR/24_07460_00_e.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/FE_Search/ExportFile.aspx?id=310443&filename=2024/TBT/GBR/24_07460_00_e.pdf&Open=True
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