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Introduction 

 

1. In July 2018, the City of London Corporation launched the ‘Plastic Free City’ (PFC) 

initiative to help businesses, workers and residents in the City reduce and eliminate 

their reliance on unnecessary single-use plastics.  The campaign has built on other 

behavioural change initiatives designed by the City Corporation aimed at encouraging 

improved recycling, safe disposal of litter and protection of the environment. 

 

2. Globally, 40% of plastic produced is packaging used just once and then discarded.1  

Single-use plastics continue to dominate food and drink packaging because of the low 

cost (relative to alternatives), food hygiene concerns and its light weight.   

 

Plastic Free City initiative  

 

3. As part of the PFC initiative a three-tiered self-assessment business pledge was 

introduced. The pledge requires an organisation to commit to using investments and 

undertake activities needed to remove plastics from their operations against a standard 

framework. Businesses select the timetable for change, scheduling investments and 

engaging staff in the change process. 

 

4. As an incentive for businesses to take part, pledged businesses are recognised on the 

PFC website and can display a window sticker or pledge certificate on their premises. 

To date, organisations including the Bank of England, Lloyds of London, Eversheds 

Sutherland, Investec, Linklaters and the Royal Bank of Canada have committed their 

support.2 

 

5. Alongside pledged businesses, the PFC website features guidance and resources for 

individuals and business to assist in reducing single-use plastics, share stories and good 

practice, together with links to other useful and informative web resources.3 

 

6. PFC is supported by a Technical Support Group made up of representatives from 

business and academia including Thames Water, the Worshipful Company of Water 

Conservators, Imperial College London, University College London, Thames Estuary 

Partnership, representatives from PFC Business Pledge signatories and City 

Corporation staff. 

 

7. 47 businesses have signed the PFC business pledge covering over 60,000 employees 

(more than one in ten of the City workforce). A further 50 organisations are expected 

to sign up over the next three months, covering in excess of 125,000 employees (one in 

four of the City workforce). The campaign is now moving to the next phase and seeking 

                                                           
1 EU Commission plastics factsheet 2018 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/pdf/pan-european-

factsheet.pdf.  
2 Plastic Free City, https://www.plasticfreecity.london/members.  
3 PFC, https://www.plasticfreecity.london/.  
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to recruit public houses, bars and clubs across the City, as well as other food and drink 

retailers. 

 

8. Many companies are seeking ways to reduce and eliminate plastics from food and drink 

packaging.  All business pledge signatories have removed all plastic straws, plastic cups 

and cutlery from their internal catering facilities. Many have also committed to 

removing other items that feed the consumer “grab it and go” culture such as single-use 

sachets and food containers. The campaign has helped highlight these reductions and 

offers options to explore changing consumer behaviour further.   

 

9. The City Corporation is also addressing its own use of single-use plastics with a review 

of how they are currently used within the organisation and to put plans in place to 

remove them, or replace them with alternatives. 

 

Drinking water  

 

10. Replacing single-use plastic bottles through changing consumer behaviours presents a 

significant challenge. Consumer behaviour seems wedded to bottled water. Issues of 

taste of tap water versus bottled water and portability are often cited as reasons.   

 

11. The Greater London Assembly estimates that the average Londoner uses three single- 

use plastic bottles for water per week.  On this basis, it is estimated that City workers 

and residents use 1.5 million bottles per week, producing 14 metric tonnes of plastic 

waste per week.4 

 

12. The City Corporation has introduced an installation programme of water refill points 

across the Square Mile which will see 17 refill points in operation by the end of 2019. 

To date, eight refill points have been installed, which last year issued the equivalent of 

120,000 bottles of water.5 As part of the campaign, a programme of events and actions 

to raise awareness is being developed with assistance from behavioural experts from 

Imperial College and leading City businesses. 

 

13. Network Rail has also installed three refill points and are expected to install a further 

three at the remaining mainline stations in the City.  PFC is also linked to City to Sea’s 

national ‘Refill’ campaign which has signed up 147 coffee shops and food outlets in 

the City that offer free water bottle refills. 

 

14. The importance of revenue streams from bottled water presents a challenge to reducing 

plastic use. The retail price of bottled water can be up to 10 times the wholesale 

purchase price, making sales highly profitable for both retailers and other businesses. 

Removing single-use plastic bottled water from sale by a business’s internal catering 

operations may make the difference between managing a profit-making operation and 

a subsidised one.       

 

 

Performance, availability and applicability of alternatives 

                                                           
4 https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/environment/waste-and-recycling/single-use-plastic-bottles  

5 City Corporation data on water usage in PHES committee report March 2019 

http://democracy.cityoflondon.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=262&MId=19638&Ver=4    
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15. In the case of drinking water, the range of alternative reusable bottles is extensive and 

varies in price, from relatively low to more expensive for branded, sports-styled bottles.  

The installation by the City Corporation of the additional drinking water refill points 

has provided a visible demonstration of its commitment to reducing single-use plastics.   

 

16. However, performance of the product, not just the function, appears important to some 

users and their perception that tap water is inferior to bottled water cannot be ignored.  

One PFC business pledge signatory has reported that despite installation of chilled 

water refill points at kitchens and in the staff restaurant, bottled water sales continue to 

increase.  Data and usage are being further analysed to help identify and classify users 

by behavioural type and to develop subsequent messaging. 

 

17. Evidence from signatories has also indicated that the cost of plastic alternatives is often 

up to 20% more and the disposal process can bring further costs. In the case of cutlery, 

one signatory that changed to stainless steel also reported additional costs to cover 

physical losses owing to staff failing to return items.  Faced with increased costs, 

signatories have suggested that some businesses may opt for inexpensive options rather 

than more environmentally sustainable alternatives. 

 

18. Food safety and public preferences make plastic the product of choice for food 

packaging.  Vacuum-packed food products also help preserve food and reduce potential 

food waste.  Health and safety regulations also limit the use of glass for drinking at 

outside-licensed premises and plastic is a viable alternative.  The Thames 21-sponsored 

“In The Drink” campaign is trialling reusable biodegradable alternatives to existing 

single-use plastic glasses at Thames riverside public houses.  The PFC is monitoring 

the results with a view to highlighting the replacements as potential alternatives.   

 

19. Recycling and waste streams must be aligned to the products which are being used as 

alternatives to single-use plastic (such as biodegradable wooden cutlery).  This has 

proved challenging as contracts for waste often need to be re-negotiated, which in turn 

may have financial and unintended adverse environmental consequences. For example, 

the materials which replace single-use plastics may actually be more harmful to the 

environment when viewed as part of a whole life cycle analysis. There is a need to be 

for balance and holistic consideration.  Despite the additional costs, signatories have 

reported significant longer-term financial and environmental savings as a result of 

moving away from single-use plastic items for food. 

 

Effect of Government proposals  

 

20. The Select Committee put forward two Government proposals for consideration as to 

their effectiveness in reducing single-use plastic that are outlined in the current Defra 

consultation.6 First, an extended producer responsibility scheme for packaging and 

second, a tax on plastic packaging with less than 30% recycled plastic. The PFC 

consulted with its Technical Steering Group on both proposals and it was felt that 

neither option directly addressed the issue of the growth in production of plastic 

packaging or the current 40% of plastic produced for single usage.   

                                                           
6 Defra, Consultation on reforming the UK packaging producer responsibility system, February 2019, 

https://consult.defra.gov.uk/environmental-quality/consultation-on-reforming-the-uk-packaging-produce/.  

https://consult.defra.gov.uk/environmental-quality/consultation-on-reforming-the-uk-packaging-produce/


 

21. The first proposal is clearly linked to the established ‘polluter pays’ principle and would 

internalise costs and reduce price differentiation between single-use plastics for 

packaging and better alternatives. It was felt that the option did not, however, directly 

raise consumer awareness.   

 

22. In respect of the second proposal, the general principle was welcomed. However, the 

target of 30% was viewed as somewhat conservative and in some instances already 

being achieved. The definition of “recycled plastic” is also a broad one and as the 

proposal includes no differentiator between pre- and post-consumer plastics.7 If the two 

are classified the same then there is a danger that re-processors will target pre-consumer 

plastics and ignore the harder to recover post-consumer plastics which have the highest 

visibility with the general public.  
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7 Defra Consultation Document, February 2019,  https://consult.defra.gov.uk/environmental-

quality/consultation-on-reforming-the-uk-packaging-

produce/supporting_documents/packagingeprconsultdoc.pdf  
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