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Executive Summary 
This regulatory impact analysis (RIA) has been conducted on behalf of the Department of the Environment, Climate 

and Communications (DECC) by EnvEcon Decision Support. The RIA deals with proposed regulation to introduce 

a levy applying to single use disposable cups (SUDCs) in Ireland. The specific proposal assessed in this RIA is as 

below: 

 

It is proposed to apply an initial levy in the region of 20c to SUDCs for purchased hot beverages in the Republic of Ireland. This 

regulation will be published in December 2022 and any revenue raised would go to the Circular Economy Fund (which will be the new 

name of the Environment Fund), where revenue is ring fenced for environmental actions and initiatives. Subject to the approval of the 

Revenue Commissioners, it is envisaged that the levy would be introduced, reported, and collected via the existing value added tax system, 

as has been the case with the plastic bag levy. It would be charged at the point of sale as an itemised cost on the receipt. 

 

The defined goals of the regulation proposed and confirmed by DECC for the purpose of the RIA are:  

 

1. To reduce the consumption and share of SUDCs used throughout Ireland. 

2. To ensure resources are ring-fenced to support additional environmental initiatives, infrastructure  

 and actions that drive positive change. 

 

The full RIA, comprised of the concept, context, methodology, data sources, analysis and conclusions are presented 

in the main body of this report. Key summary findings of the RIA in respect of the proposed regulation are 

presented below with reference to the underlying analysis that is included in the main report. 

 

Context and Motivation Conclusions 

1. SUDC use has an environmental impact through the resources required for the extraction, manufacture, 

transport, and ultimate disposal of those single use products. The estimates of environmental impacts are 

sensitive to a number of variable factors including the exact cup type, manufacture location, regional energy 

system, end of life outcomes and more. Despite the complexity, a number of studies that have been 

considered in this RIA suggest a ‘break-even’ point for efficiently produced and cleaned reusable coffee 

cups over single use disposable cups to be in the region of 10 to 20 uses. Simply put, after this number of 

uses, the reusable cup represents an environmentally preferable alternative to the SUDC, with the ultimate 

degree of benefit influenced by factors such as the frequency of ongoing use, methods of care and final 

disposal. Break-even analysis results are also obviously sensitive to the reusable cup characteristics and 

treatment. As such reusable cup innovation and consumer education, for example, could allow for further 

improved break-even thresholds into the future.  
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2. Ultimately, the RIA finds that a reuse of 10-20 times for a reusable take-away cup, and slightly higher rates 

for ceramic or glass cups used in-house, are both credible and achievable usage goals1. As such from a 

sustainability and circular economy perspective, the RIA finds that there are positive environmental 

outcomes to be realised across energy, emissions, water, and resource use with a national shift away from 

SUDCs towards reusable options. 

 

 

3. The RIA finds that the intervention goals are aligned with the overarching Circular Economy and 

Miscellaneous Provisions Act (2022), hereafter referred to as the Circular Economy Act (CEA). As well as 

other national ambitions in relation to waste and the environment, including the Waste Action Plan for a 

Circular Economy 2020, Whole of Government Circular Economy Strategy 2021and Climate Action Plan 

2021. Broader international goals and directives are also well aligned to the intervention, including the 

European Single Use Plastics Directive (SUPD), European Circular Economy Action Plan and Sustainable 

Development Goal 12 on sustainable consumption and production.  

 

 

4. The RIA recognises that there are further waste and single use product related issues to be addressed into 

the future. However, on the basis of assessed survey responses, media reports and emerging local scale 

initiatives and case studies, the RIA believes that a national scale intervention on SUDCs would represent 

a valuable and high-profile entry point for action to reduce consumption of single use products where 

viable, and to encourage uptake and adoption of reusable products and sustainable behaviours. The RIA 

finds that the intervention goals can also contribute to positive spill overs in other areas via increased 

awareness of single use waste issues, improved consumer behaviour, new business models to enable and 

facilitate the goals of the regulation, altered social norms and the potential for ring-fenced resources to fund 

supporting environmental initiatives. 

 

 

5. Independent nationally representative surveys, conducted in Ireland pre-COVID in both 2018 and 2019, 

report a high rate of public approval for a SUDC levy and additional actions to reduce SUDC waste. The 

results returned in each year indicated general approval ratings for action on SUDC use in the region of 

70%. Such findings are uncommon for policies that may introduce additional consumption cost, and signal 

a clear, strong, and sustained level of public support for change in Ireland. A subsequent EPA report on 

‘Plastics: Attitudes and behaviours in Ireland 2019-2021’ confirms this strong support for policy incentives 

relating to the reduction of single use plastic products with 92% supporting improved education, 73% 

 
1 Two separate Irish surveys indicate mean retail hot beverage consumption of above 4 per week, with more than half of these 
in a take-away cup, thereby offering good opportunity for reusable cup use. Furthermore, for in-house ceramics and glassware, 
high frequency consumption in public cafes could easily see reusable vessels break-even in less than a week. 
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supporting a ban on their production & sale and 64% supporting the introduction of a levy at the point of 

purchase (EPA, 2022). 

 

 

6. An SUDC Levy was considered by the Irish Government in 2018 as an intervention in this area. The move 

received attention in the national press but was not pursued at that time. Substantial change has occurred 

in both the policy landscape and the market for SUDCs since. Such change includes the passing into law 

of the CEA 2022 as well as increased shifts to compostable SUDCs2. This RIA analysis finds further action 

is required to meet all the defined objectives of the proposed regulation. Specific issues include that SUDC 

usage remains high; SUDC types remain varied; consumers incorrectly dispose of SUDCs; and ringfenced 

resources to invest in targeted environmental action (e.g., from the Circular Economy Fund) remain limited.  

 

7. It is particularly important to remember that the proposed regulation is inter alia targeting a reduction in the 

consumption and share of SUDCs in Ireland. Shifting to a ‘preferred’ type of SUDC does not address 

SUDC use. Furthermore, as alluded to above, the varying merits of different types of ‘preferred’ cups are 

only fully realised where they are disposed of in the appropriate manner for their design.   

 

 

Recommended Intervention 

8. The RIA considers four intervention options in respect of the defined objectives. These include the 

requisite ‘Do Nothing’ option, an outright ban on SUDCs, a levy on SUDCs, and a ‘Nudging’ based 

approach relying on voluntary actions. These were each considered in respect of the requisite assessment 

criteria for an RIA of this nature, as well as with four case specific criteria related to the defined objectives 

for the intervention. Public and targeted stakeholder consultations were also considered as part of the RIA 

process. Views were noted to cover a broad spectrum from ‘no action’ through to an ‘outright ban’ on 

SUDCs. We note this range of views aligns well to the interventions considered as part of the RIA. 

 

 

9. The intervention appraisal discussions are presented in more detail in the body of the main report. In brief, 

‘Do Nothing’ is rejected on the basis that it fails to address the defined regulatory objectives and offers only 

neutral or somewhat negative impacts across the evaluation criteria. ‘Nudge’ is rejected on the basis that 

whilst it offers some weakly positive effects, it fails to address each of the defined objectives. Nonetheless 

nudging is recommended as a complementary strategy for policy ambitions in this area. A ‘Ban’, while 

legislated for under the CEA 2022 is also rejected at this juncture. While it offers positive impacts across a 

number of the defined evaluation criteria, it fails to address each of the defined objectives. 

 
2 See for example the Insomnia initiative from June 2018 where they switched to fully compostable cups.  
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10. An SUDC Levy is recommended as the preferred intervention. The RIA finds that it addresses all of the 

defined intervention goals, performs strongly across many of the evaluation criteria, and presents only 

weakly negative impacts in regard to broader areas including consumer demand and compliance impacts.  

 

 

SUDC Levy 

11. The initial levy introduction will generate increased awareness and attention for single-use disposable cup 

use and is expected to positively influence the key behaviours of a) increased in-house ceramic cup use and 

b) increased reusable cup use. Survey based estimations of initial market response, and various case studies 

have been considered as part of the RIA.  

 

 

12. The objectives of the proposed levy are clear and do not include reducing take-away coffee consumption. 

However, some interim impact on total consumption is also expected and has been estimated. Nonetheless, 

future growth is forecast in the sector, with Bord Bia (2021) highlighting the strength of the retail coffee 

market following the rebound in consumption following the restrictions imposed by the pandemic. Thus, 

some adaptation by the market (e.g., cup share initiatives) and consumers (e.g., reusable cups) would work 

to somewhat counter these potential effects over time for retailers.  

 

 

13. Options will generally remain available for consumers for both in-house (i.e., ceramic cups) or take-away 

(e.g., reusable cups) consumption where the SUDC levy can be avoided. Existing market discount ranges 

for reusable cup use indicate scenarios where even partial shifts to reusable cup use could more than counter 

the higher cost for times where SUDCs are used by an individual consumer. A simple illustrative example 

of a 20c levy with a modest 15c discount3 reusable discount is shown in Table 1.  The message here is that 

even a partial behavioural adjustment could serve to eliminate any net additional cost to the consumer. 

 

 

14. Public concerns identified from surveys and consultations include a fear that levy revenues will not 

ultimately be ring-fenced for environmental initiatives. However, the regulation makes clear that the 

Circular Economy Fund will receive the funds from any levy intervention and its resources are protected 

for allocation to environmental initiatives. The role of the fund is clarified by the CEA 2022 which also 

provides for the Circular Economy Programme (CEP). The CEP is led by the EPA and builds upon the 

previous National Waste Prevention Programme to support national-level, strategic programmes to prevent 

waste and drive the Circular Economy in Ireland. The CEP is funded through the agency exchequer grant 

 
3 There have been cases of discounts of up to 50c being offered at the higher end of the spectrum. 
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and should also be harnessed to communicate clear information on relevant progress, linked actions and 

investments over time.  

 

15. Case study reviews suggest that a levy can have a strongly positive impact on consumption levels in reusable 

vessels. Irish survey responses also suggest that a levy in the range of 10c to 25c would deliver increased 

transitions to reusable vessels for consumption. Specifically increasing mean consumption in a reusable cup 

nationally by over ½ a cup per week and reducing mean SUDC consumption by almost ½ a cup per week. 

It is credible to assume that over longer time horizons, citizen (e.g., reusable cup purchase and use planning) 

and market adjustments (e.g., special incentives and reusable cup ‘borrowing’ schemes) would see further 

improvements in reusable use levels and corresponding reductions in SUDC use.   

 

Table 1: Illustrative levy impact on price scenarios from the consumer perspective 

 

 

16. The levy, in accordance with the CEA and as with prior levies such as the plastic bag tax and landfill levy 

(EnvEcon, 2008ab), will include a mechanism to afford the Minister of the day scope to adjust the levy in 

response to ex post assessment findings on performance and impact, as well as inflation when relevant. The 

CEA allows for a levy ranging from a minimum of 20c and a maximum of €1. Increases in the tax should 

be made in units of 5c due to the potentially distorting impact of 1c 2c rounding introduced in 2015 on 

cash and card consumers4. The limits on increase values are articulated by the CEA and may not exceed 

10c.  

 

 
4 The introduction of 1c and 2c rounding in October 2015 means that an increase of 2c would be irrelevant for cash customers, 
whilst an increase of 3c would see cash customers pay more than card customers.  
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17. Simplicity is also important, and the proposed regulation is found to keep associated transaction costs to a 

low level. Specifically, the retailers would charge the levy in the same manner as done for the plastic bag tax 

and in accordance with the CEA which deems that “the levy shall be payable by the person who carries the 

business of selling goods or products”. Retailers already demonstrate the capacity to manage and introduce 

such differential pricing (e.g., take-in or take-out costs, discounts for reusable cups). The potential 

introduction of the levy may introduce some additional complexity; however, it is expected that all retailers 

could rapidly adjust to the new standard.  

 

1 RIA - Problem, Objective, Scope 
The single use disposable cup (SUDC) levy is set in the broader context of the 2022 Circular Economy and 

Miscellaneous Provisions Act (hereafter referred to as the Circular Economy Act or CEA 2022). The CEA 2022 

seeks to shift Ireland away from a take-make-waste economy, through a suite of measures aimed inter alia at 

incentivizing the use of recycled and reusable alternatives to SUP5. The CEA 2022 defines Circular Economy in 

Law, allows for incentives on the use of reusable and recyclable alternatives to SUDCs, and redesigns the existing 

Environment Fund under the banner of a Circular Economy Fund. The Circular Economy Act aims to make Ireland 

one of the first countries in the world to eliminate the use of single use disposable coffee cups. This is to be achieved 

through an initial ban on in-store consumption of single use coffee cups, however the CEA also allows also for a 

levy of between 20c and €1 on single-use packaging to be introduced. This is to be applied to takeaway single use 

cups for hot beverages, where the levy can be avoided by using a reusable cup. The levy would also support the 

national response to related international goals and directives including the European Single Use Plastics Directive 

(SUPD), European Circular Economy Action Plan and Sustainable Development Goal 12 on sustainable 

consumption and production. The specific scope of the regulatory proposal is as below: 

 

“It is proposed to apply an initial levy in the region of 20c to SUDCs for purchased hot take-away beverages in the Republic 

of Ireland. This regulation will be published in December 2022 and any revenue raised would go to the Circular Economy 

Fund (which will be the new name of the Environment Fund), where revenue is ring fenced for environmental actions and 

initiatives. Subject to the approval of the Revenue Commissioners, it is envisaged that the levy would be introduced, reported, 

and collected via the existing value added tax system, as has been the case with the plastic bag levy. It would be charged at the 

point of sale as an itemised cost on the receipt.” 

 

A regulatory impact analysis (RIA) is a structured analysis of policy options in terms of their ability to deliver on 

their defined objectives. An RIA must also consider potential impacts beyond those defined objectives using a 

number of requisite and otherwise relevant assessment categories. It is important then to clearly define the regulatory 

 
5 Landmark Circular Economy Act signed into law - Gov.ie (2022) 
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intervention objectives at the outset, and how these will be considered in the work. The defined objectives of the 

intervention as assessed in this RIA are considered at the outset below under the recommended SMART headings.  

 

Specific 

There are two specified objectives to the proposal. 

 Reduce the consumption and share of SUDCs throughout Ireland.  

 Ensure resources are ring-fenced to support additional environmental initiatives, infrastructure and actions 

that drive positive change. 

 

Measurable 

 The outcomes of the intervention on consumption can be assessed via follow-up surveys methodologically 

mirrored to those considered as part of this RIA. This could also include retargeting the same samples. 

Alternative measures of SUDC consumption over time from levy receipts and sales data are also possible. 

 The impact on revenue and resources for the Circular Economy Fund can be directly measured by Revenue 

receipts. Receipts will also give an indication of consumption patterns and how these evolve over time.  

 

Accepted 

 Nationally representative (age/gender/county) surveys in Ireland, conducted in 2018, 2019 and 2019-2021 

have all reported that action on SUDC waste commands a high level (> 70%) of support from the public.  

 Internationally there is evidence of similar strategies being applied and accepted. A varied model of a $0.25c 

levy has been applied across Berkeley California as of 2020, and there are numerous campus and company 

scale initiatives that have sought to reduce single use cup usage and encourage the use of reusable vessels.  

 SUDC use may be viewed as a high-profile entry point to addressing broader environmental ambitions 

around issues such as packaging waste and plastics use, which are again broadly supported in Irish society. 

 

Realistic 

 As noted, internationally there are operational examples of cities, campuses, companies, and indeed retailers 

in the open market introducing actions to address SUDC use and associated waste.  

 Reusable cups are already in use by consumers within the market and many retailers are operating with 

discounts and other incentives to encourage this behaviour. New reusable cup borrowing models are also 

emerging as alternatives to choosing an SUDC or always carrying a reusable cup. 
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 There is clear evidence that behaviours can change in this market and that retailers and consumers can 

realistically respond to the regulation in a manner that supports the defined goals.  

 

Time-Dependent 

 The objectives will be gradually delivered, with an initial 3-year review proposed for assessment of impacts. 

The timeline for introduction of the initial levy will be defined in the regulations.  

 

2 Context – SUDC Levy 

SUDCs are a common example of single use products that by definition have a short usable life. The energy, water 

and resources that go into their production have generally served their purpose as soon as the consumer has finished 

their drink. The types of cups that may be defined as single use disposables are varied, but most often describe paper 

cups with either a plastic polyethylene (PE) lining, or a compostable, vegetable starch Polylactide (PLA) lining. The 

PE lined cups have been one of most common types found in coffee shops and beverage retailers. Their plastic 

resin lining offers strength, waterproofing and safety. These features are some of the reasons why they have been 

retained as an industry standard. However, whilst the plastic and paper components of those PE cups are technically 

recyclable, their close integration presents challenges for recycling facilities to process. As a result, they are not 

widely recycled. ‘Easy’ recyclable cups also exist in the market and generally offer a system and or composition that 

facilitates wider recycling and/or greater material recovery. The cups must still be placed into the correct recycling 

stream. Indeed, further issues can arise with these recyclable cups where they are disposed of in a dry recyclable 

stream despite retaining residual liquid. Compostable, bioplastic cups are perceived to have an advantage regarding 

this latter issue in so far as the presence of some residual liquid is not such an issue in the compost waste stream. 

However, even still, the failure of many compostable SUDCs to make it to composting facilities presents a similar 

problem. The absence of street level compost bins is a major barrier to the end-of-life pathway for this type of cup. 

Compostable cups are generally not compostable in standard home composting or landfill environments (Royte, 

2006).  

Indeed, for many SUDCs, whether recyclable, compostable or otherwise, reaching the appropriate end of life 

processing is a major problem. Of the 2.5-10bn coffee cups used per year in the UK only 1 in 400 were estimated 

to be properly recycled (House of Commons EAC, 2017). More recent estimates suggest this may have risen to 1 in 25 

– a substantial improvement. However, this is still only 4% of the product placed on the market. There are several 

technical, structural, and economic barriers influencing this low rate of appropriate waste stream processing. 

Including absence of appropriate end of life treatment capacities, limited bins and collections, consumer confusion 

and inadequate or inappropriate incentives for producers, retailers, consumers, and the waste industry.      

Regardless of the relative merits of recyclable or compostable cups, or indeed what constitutes a preferred standard 

of disposable cup, the focus of this regulation is on reducing dependence on all SUDCs which perform worse than 
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re-usable cups after as little as 8 uses6. From a sustainability and circular economy perspective there are therefore 

positive environmental outcomes across energy, emissions and resource use that are associated with a national shift 

away from SUDCs towards more frequent use of reusable options. The EPA indicate that Ireland has made 

reasonable progress on broader recycling rates, but large shares of waste still go to waste incineration and energy 

recovery (EPA, 2017b). Drawing guidance from the Waste Framework Directive (2008/98/EC) and the European 

waste hierarchy represented in Figure 1, the policy ambition is clear with regard to encouraging ‘prevention’ as a 

priority, followed by re-use, recycling and then (energy) recovery.  

 

Figure 1. Waste Hierarchy of the European Commission under the 2008 Waste Framework Directive 

 

 
Source: European Commission  

 

Globally, the plastics sector accounts for just over 1% of carbon emissions, however there is growing reliance on 

plastic packaging. The International Energy Agency (2018) estimate that under a business-as-usual scenario, plastics 

share of the carbon budget could jump from 1% to 15% by 2050. Indeed, it is also important to remember that the 

objectives of the European strategy for plastics7 are broad reaching and focus on developing a circular and 

sustainable European economy. SUDCs are but one component in the broader European strategy for plastics, but 

they are also a visible element of the problem with significant media and public attention. As such the intervention 

to curtail SUDC use can also serve to contribute to positive spill overs in other areas via increased awareness of 

single use waste issues, improved consumer behaviour, altered social norms and the potential for ring-fenced finance 

to fund supporting environmental initiatives. Action on SUDCs is an entry point as opposed to an end point.  

The rationale for the SUDC Levy is firstly to prevent additional waste generation by reducing the use of single-use 

disposable cups. This is to be achieved by disincentivizing their use over reusable cups (both takeaway reusable cups 

and in-store ceramic cups). The modest required reuse thresholds suggest that this will reduce energy and material 

resource use, as well as waste generation. Figure 2 characterises the waste hierarchy in the specific context of SUDCs.  

 
6 See discussion in Section 2.2 
7 https://ec.europa.eu/environment/waste/plastic_waste.htm  
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Figure 2. SUDC Intervention hierarchy 

 

 

2.1 National Policy Context 

National ambitions, such as those outlined in the CEA 2022, the Climate Action Plan (CAP) 2021, the National 

Waste Prevention Programme and the Waste Action Plan for a Circular Economy, call for Ireland to develop a 

circular economy through greater reuse, coherent plastic reduction strategies and ultimately eliminating the use of 

non-recyclable plastics, all while increasing the level and quality of recycling. Similarly, international directives such 

as the European SUPD8, European Circular Economy Action Plan and Sustainable Development Goal 12 all 

commit Ireland to these same paths. Moreover, the EPA report on ‘Plastics: Attitudes and Behaviours shows strong 

public support for policy action on this issue. These are briefly discussed below.  

 

Circular Economy Act 20229 

The Circular Economy and Miscellaneous Provisions Act 2022 is designed to assist in shifting Ireland towards a 

sustainable pattern of production and consumption. It allows for the introduction of levies on all single use-

packaging in Ireland. The initial proposed step is the introduction of a levy on SUDCs for hot takeaway beverages. 

This levy, which can be avoided by using a reusable or in-house cup, is the focus of this RIA. 

 
8 See Appendix 8.4 for an overview of the SUPD 
9 See Appendix 8.3 for overview of CEA 2022 
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The Climate Action Plan 2021 

The Climate Action Plan 2021 provides a detailed plan for taking decisive action to achieve a 51% reduction in 

overall greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 and setting us on a path to reach net-zero emissions by no later than 2050. 

This broad plan includes setting targets in relation to the circular economy, waste landfill reliance, recycling, food 

waste and plastic single-use items. The 2023 version of the Climate Action Plan is under development at this point. 

 

The National Waste Prevention Programme 

Since 2004, the National Waste Prevention Programme has supported national-level waste prevention and circular 

economy initiatives in Ireland. It funds programs to explore unique circular economy solutions in important areas 

such as food waste, building and demolition, plastics, agriculture, resources and raw materials, and local waste 

prevention. It has been restructured to become Ireland's national Circular Economy Programme, in line with the 

ambitions of the National Waste Action Plan 2020. 

 

The Waste Action Plan for a Circular Economy 

The Waste Action Plan for a Circular Economy focuses on increasing recycling and reducing waste creation by 

prioritizing waste prevention at all times through eco-design, reuse, and repair, and enhanced segregation. It is a 

road map for Ireland to seize the opportunities that come with creating a circular economy in the coming decades. 

 

EPA Report on Plastics: Attitudes and Behaviours in Ireland 2019 – 2021  

An EPA report on ‘Plastics: Attitudes and behaviours in Ireland 2019-2021’ has found that strong support for policy 

incentives relating to the reduction of single use plastic products has continued with 92% supporting improved 

education, 73% supporting a ban on their production & sale and 64% supporting the introduction of a levy at the 

point of purchase. 

 

2.2 Demand for Take-Away Drinks in SUDCs 

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic there had been a growing movement to ‘on-the-go’ convenience sales models, 

which in part has led to the proliferation of a rapid consumption and disposal lifestyle. In an Irish context this trend 

was captured in many media articles10 as well as by Bord Bia as part of its ongoing market insights reporting. With 

a focus on just coffee shops and cafes, Bord Bia estimated consumer spending of €315m in 2017 rising to €362 

million in 2019 (Bord Bia, 2017, 2019). Compound annual growth remained then in the region of 5-6% across some 

2,100 outlets (Bord Bia, 2019). A 2017 estimate by Allegra World Coffee Portal on behalf of UCC Coffee Ireland, 

forecast growth of 7% in the Irish coffee market over the following 5 years11. This was stymied somewhat by 

 
10 Multiple samples of grey literature on this subject are presented in the reference and bibliography section. As an example, see 
- https://www.irishexaminer.com/lifestyle/features/welcome-to-the-daily-grind-214775.html  
11 https://www.fft.ie/7-growth-forecast-for-irish-coffee-market/15042  
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restrictions and habits formed in response to the pandemic. As consumers began preparing and consuming high-

quality coffee at home, consumer spending in Coffee Shops/Cafes dropped to €328m in 2020. However, the gradual 

easing of restrictions contributed to spending rebounding to €397m in 2021 (Bord Bia, 2021) with further growth 

in the sector anticipated for 2022. This sustained proliferation of coffee drinking is a major factor contributing to 

the high use of SUDCs. 

SUDCs are convenience items and are thus suited to throwaway consumption patterns. Estimates of the rates of 

SUDC use in markets globally are wide ranging and SUDC demand estimates in the Irish market are similarly varied. 

Particular challenges include the sheer number of retailers and operators in the market and the potential for direct 

importation of product on a smaller scale. Reported values and estimates from a number of sources are below.  

 Repak estimated that 550,000 cups per day are placed on the Irish market and projected that this will 

increase to 300 million cups per year (820,000 per day) by 202512.  

 A cup manufacturing industry body in Ireland indicated, as part of the RIA public consultation in 2019, 

that some 150m SUDCs are produced in Ireland each year, and that Ireland produces approximately half 

of the SUDCs used in Ireland annually. This equates to an estimate of 300 million cups per year. 

 The EPA consultation submission to this RIA reported that EPA national waste characterisation data 

suggested some 14,000 tonnes of waste per year are attributable to SUDCs which the EPA equate to 

approximately 2m cups a day or 730 million cups per year13. This figure also aligns with the estimate of 2m 

cups per day reported by former Minister Naughten in 201714.  

 Independent nationally representative surveys, commissioned in 2018 and 2019 estimated average retail hot 

drink consumption as being over 4 per adult per week, with the 2019 survey identifying just under 2.5 of 

these being in an SUDC. Using the survey responses as the evidence base would indicate SUDC 

consumption in the region of 472 million cups per annum. 

 

The overall range then from these estimations of between 200 and 730 million cups per annum confirms that 

evidence and methods differ. Ultimately this RIA relies on the independent 2019 nationally representative survey 

responses to provide stated indications of consumer consumption patterns. In this specific case the RIA team are 

confident and clear on the method applied and believe that a consumer-focused analysis may offer a more reliable 

indication than either waste sampling or approaches based on partial data from supply or retail. The RIA also notes 

that there is good coherence between the 2019 total hot beverage purchase consumption estimate of 4.5 and that 

of 4.2 reported in the 2018 survey. It is also relevant that the 2018 study, conducted by Amárach Research and Carr 

Communications was undertaken entirely separately to the 2019 survey. The 2019 survey results of 472 million cups 

also represents a mid-point in the broader range of estimates of 200 to 730 million cups. This is chosen therefore 

as the SUDC baseline consumption estimate in the RIA analysis.  

 
12 https://repak.ie/our-campaigns/news/coffee-cups/  
13 EPA national waste characterisation data 
14 https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/news-and-media/speeches/Pages/Minister-Denis-Naughten-speech-re-.aspx 
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2.3 Reusable vs. Disposable – Lifecyle Assessment of Cups 

A fundamental question is whether reusable cups represent an environmentally preferred option, given the greater 

resource burden associated with their production and reuse when compared to SUDCs. Lifecycle assessments of 

various cup types are particularly relevant to the policy rationale case and can help to answer this question. Where 

a cup is only used once, it will generally be found that a disposable cup requires far less resources than a reusable or 

ceramic cup. However, reusable, and ceramic cups can obviously be used multiple times, and while much of their 

lifecycle energy use is tied up in cleaning, it is through their repeated use that they can outperform SUDCs in terms 

of resource requirements and thereby offer a more sustainable choice for consumers (UNEP, 2021a; UNEP, 2021b).  

Related research often presents a ‘break-even’ point for the cups which is the number of times you would have to 

re-use a cup in order to favour or justify its use over a disposable alternative. Collated below are the results of 

Lifecycle assessments (LCA) which compare the energy impact (e.g., extraction, production, transport) of reusable 

cups to SUDCs over the lifetime of the cup. Methods employed by researchers in determining such break-even 

points vary and are discussed further in Appendix 8.4. A major synthesis study was recently conducted in this area 

by UNEP (2021a) and those overall findings are discussed later in this section.  

 

Table 2 Reusable and Disposable Lifecycle Studies 

STUDY Comparison Break-Even Methodology Miscellany Notes 

Refiller (2013) 

KeepCup to 

PE 
9-16 uses Hocking (1994) Reusables given higher transport burden 

Ceramic to 

PE 
13-25 uses Hocking (1994) 

Accounts for cleaning energy 

requirements 

Ziada (2009) 

Ceramic to 

PE 
18 uses Hocking (1994) 

Applies updated energy star and input 

estimates (Franklin 2006) to Hocking 

methodology. Reduces energy for reuse. 

Reusable 

Polycarbon to PE 
8 uses Hocking (1994) 

Glass to 

PE 
7 uses Hocking (1994) 

Vercalsteren 

(2006) 

Polycarbon to  

PE, Polypropylene, 

PLA 

>20 uses 

<45 uses 
Eco-Indicator99 Compares over 2 “trip” rates 20 and 45 

Almeida, Pellec 

and Bengtsson  

(2018) 

KeepCup to  

PLA 
~10 uses 

Eco-indicator 

equivalent Study commissioned by KeepCup. 

Contemporary analysis.  
KeepCup to PE ~20 uses 

Eco-indicator 

equivalent 
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Cup Club (2018) 

Reusable PP deposit 

and return cup to 

PLA 

~72 uses ISO (2006) Electricity used to wash and dry cups 

and lids accounts for 80% of 

environmental impact 
Ceramic Cup to PLA ~ 90 uses ISO (2006) 

VTT (2019) 

Ceramic cup to PE ~ 350 uses ISO (2006) 

Assumes single use PE cup is disposed 

in landfill. 

Reusable plastic cup 

to PE 
~ 20 uses ISO (2006) 

Stainless steel to PE ~ 130 uses ISO (2006) 

 

There have been many studies in this field over the years, however, it is crucial to understand the methods and 

assumptions. Potting and Van der Harst (2015) undertake life cycle analysis, comparing disposable polystyrene, 

polylactide (PLA) bioplastic and bio-paper cups to reusable cups. Their key assumption – that the cups should be 

compared over the same amounts of use - is unfair given that the key inherent advantage a reusable cup has over a 

single use is that it can be used more times15. This assumption distorts the findings resulting in the researchers being 

unable to declare a preference for any type of cup over another from an environmental point of view. They instead 

recommend each retailer provide the cup that best fits their own circumstances and values financially, 

environmentally, and logistically. The methodology of this study is inherently flawed. The lifetimes of both 

disposable and reusable cups determine their environmental impact. Porcelain cups can be used an estimated 500-

3000 times which is simply not comparable to the use rate of any disposable cups (Ligthart and Ansems, 2007). 

Refiller account for this higher use expectation as they compare the KeepCup brand of re-usable Polypropylene coffee 

cup and a reusable IKEA ceramic cup to a standard paper cup with a PE coating. The comparison is over the life 

of the KeepCup – estimated at 500 uses based on its 1-year warranty. Consideration is taken for all points of difference 

which may influence the energy required to use each cup such as cleaning procedures and transport distances. For 

example, both the ceramic cup and the SUDC, are transported by road from within Europe to the retailer whereas 

the KeepCup was shipped from Australia and then delivered to retailers by road. The cups are compared in Table 2 

on Greenhouse Gas (GHG) impact over 500 uses with their break-even point listed. In this study both reusable 

cups perform significantly better than the SUDCs over their expected life. KeepCups are expected to break even with 

the industry standard PE cups at between 9 and 16 uses, and by the same metric, ceramics break even between 13 

and 25 uses. Ziada (2009) using a similar methodology (Hocking, 1994) estimates the breakeven point in terms of 

 
15 Care is required in reviewing such studies. In this case, the study principally focuses upon the challenges of differentiating a preference for 
polystyrene cups over alternative ‘biocups’ under various lifecycle assessments. The study also questions the preference for reusable cups over 
polystyrene cups – but assumes as follows – “Similar to reusable cups, disposable cups can also be used for more than one consumption before disposing them. 
A fair comparison therefore should be based on using reusable and disposable cups for the same number of consumptions.” It is a curious assumption in this 
context that disposable cups would be used multiple times, let alone that they would be used as often as a reusable cup. As such we have 
considered the underlying assumptions in the various studies when attempting to determine a credible break-even range for the RIA. 
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energy use at the lower end of the Refiller range, finding that after re-using a cup (glass or ceramic) 8-18 times it 

becomes the environmentally preferred option.  Applying the ISO (2006) method of LCA, ceramic cups have a 

breakeven point outside of the suggested 10-20 use range (VTT, 2019; CupClub, 2018). The environmental impact 

in this context may be mostly attributed to cleaning requirements before reuse. In the CupClub (2018)16 LCA 80% 

of total impacts for reusable cups came from electricity and water used in washing and drying the cups and lids. 

This is a significant impact on the life cycle of a reusable cup as demonstrated by Changwichan and Gheewala (2020) 

who compare single use plastic cups to stainless steel reusable. They find that efficient washing procedures can 

reduce the breakeven point for reusables from 100 to 20 uses.  

Vercalsteren (2006) apply the Eco Indicator 99 Method to a comparison of reusable polycarbonate cups and single 

use Polyethylene, Polypropylene and Polylactide cups. The assessment is carried out under 20 and 45 use scenarios. 

The break-even point for reusable cups in this case exists some place between 20 and 45 uses at which point the 

reusable cups are preferred to the single-use alternatives. In a study, commissioned by KeepCup (Almeida, Pellec and 

Bengtsson, 2018), they found the break-even for the reusable cup versus the compostable cups was roughly 10 uses 

and 20 uses when compared to PE lined cups. The findings within the literature therefore suggest that at low re-use 

rates, or in inefficient washing conditions an SUDC may be preferred, however, the evidence offers a range where 

reusables break even and then outperform the SUDC. The breakeven point is influenced by behaviours and the 

specific parameters and assumptions of the assessment – but there is a reasonable level of coherence and consistency 

across the studies in defining a range. This RIA finds these studies to be credible and conservative methodologically.  

The summary details in Table 2 have been the basis on which this RIA suggests a ‘break-even’ point for reusable 

cups over single use cups most frequently in the region of 10 to 20 uses. Simply put, after this number of uses the 

reusable cup represents an environmentally preferable alternative to the SUDC, with the degree of benefit influenced 

by factors such as the frequency of ongoing use, methods of care and final disposal. Break-even analysis results are 

also obviously sensitive to the reusable cup characteristics and treatment. As such, whilst beyond the scope of this 

RIA, we would recommend that reusable cup standards and innovation are considered to identify preferred types, 

which can then be promoted through various channels of consumer education to further improve break-even point 

results. Our perspective aligns with the broad findings of the recent UNEP (2021a) study which found that: 

 Reusable cups are generally environmentally preferrable to any single use alternative, providing they are 

washed efficiently, and meet plausible reuse thresholds. 

 All single use cups have similar environmental impacts regardless of material. However, end of life pathways 

is important to the performance of all cups in this context.  

 

 
16 CupClub demonstrate the efficacy of cup share initiatives. Such approaches are identified in this RIA as a complimentary 
initiative to policy actions which reduce SUDC use.   
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2.4 Interventions Case Examples 

Although a national scale SUDC levy intervention would be unprecedented, evidence from smaller scale initiatives 

in a variety of contexts can offer further valuable evidence and lessons for the scale of outcomes that may result 

from a given intervention, and the associated capacity of industry and consumers to adapt. A sample of categorised 

SUDC focused interventions, considered in this work, are presented in this section, and summarised in Table 3.  

The interventions range from single focused actions to broader package initiatives. As such we note that the varied 

examples do render direct relative comparisons challenging. The types of intervention available broadly include: 

1. A levy on the use of an SUDC. 

2. A discount or loyalty reward for the use of a reusable cup. 

3. Availability of reusable cups at the place of sale for purchase or rent (i.e., mug share initiatives).  

4. Coordinated environmental messaging at the point of sale. 

5. Coordinated information and behavioural campaigns at a national scale. 

 

2.4.1 Industry Intervention Cases 

Starbucks 

In Starbucks’ 2016 Global Social Impact Report, the greener retail goals for 2020 and beyond are highlighted. In 

particular, efforts to continue innovating a greener cup standard. Starbucks claims to have been the first retailer to 

offer a discount to consumers who bring their own cup, and the first retailer to include 10% post-consumer fibre 

(PCF) in hot cups as well as 50% post-consumer, recycled Polyethylene Terephthalate (PET) in cold cups used in 

European markets and 15% recycled PET in bistro boxes. The 2022 goals for Starbucks are designed to achieve a 

greener cup by focussing on three key objectives: 1) to double the recycled content in hot cups and explore 

alternatives for cold cups, 2) to double the number of stores and communities with access to cup recycling, and 3) 

to promote and incentivise the use of “for here” and reusable cups. There is progress on these objectives, as of 

April 2017 there was front-of-house recycling in over 50% of U.S. company-owned stores and 1.4% of beverages 

sold were in a reusable cup. Earlier in 2013, Starbucks launched a $2 reusable cup in the U.S. and Canada and £1 

cup in the UK to encourage uptake of reusable and bring-your-own cup usage. However, outcomes from the 

campaign suggest that more widespread behavioural change is needed, and further incentives to change are required. 

Starbucks in London imposed a 5p tax on disposable cups as part of a 3-month 2018 trial. Research commissioned 

by Starbucks found that 48% of people surveyed said they would carry a reusable cup. However, the gap between 

attitudes and behaviour continued to suggest that further intervention was required to drive through changes.  
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It is worth noting in this context that a stated desire to address ‘cup waste’ and associated impacts has been signalled 

by major retailers for some considerable time. Early initiatives having been announced some 20 years ago by 

Starbucks (EDF, 2000) specifically. However, whilst such voluntary approaches can work, they can also fail17.  

In Starbuck’s 2022 Global Social Impact Report, the corporation have committed to reducing their carbon, water, 

and waste footprints in half by 2030 and increasing the PCF in hot cups from 10% to 20% before the end of 2022. 

They are also developing compostable and recyclable hot cups in collaboration with Closed Loop Partners and the 

NextGen Consortium, and as of 2021 have eliminated plastic straws from their retail stores. In addition, the 

company is trialling several innovations across different stores globally, including financial incentives and deterrents, 

cup-washing stations, and borrow-a-cup programs. In South Korea, Starbucks has pledged to discontinue single-

use cups by 2025 with four stores in Jeju and twelve in Seoul having already made the change. Initial tests in Jeju 

diverted an estimated 200,000 single-use cups from landfills in the first three months. 

Insomnia 

The Irish coffee chain Insomnia has made all its hot beverage cups compostable with recyclable lids, and to 

complement this move, compost bins have been placed in the chain’s outlets. They also have an incentive 

mechanism in place for customers using their own reusable cups.  

 

2.4.2 Government Intervention Cases 

UK 

A report released in January 2018 by the UK Environmental Audit Committee (EAC) ultimately recommended a 

25p tax on SUDCs to be used to support and improve the UK recycling and reprocessing facilities. However, in 

response to this report, the Paper Cups Recovery and Recycling Group (PCRRG)18 stated that a tax on coffee cups 

could significantly deter shoppers. The PCRRG argued that the branded retail coffee sector plays an important role 

in the broader retail economy and should not be encumbered by unnecessary tax and legislation. The branded coffee 

retail sector was noted to employ approximately 100,000 people in the UK and to have generated £9.6billion in 

revenues, they also claimed to have an integral role in encouraging increased shopping and foot traffic on high 

streets. The PCRRG listed key factors in lowering cup waste as improved infrastructure, changes to consumer 

behaviour and conveniently located collection and recycling points. They encouraged the development and 

deployment of recycling points in-stores, offices, and other locations. They also argued that solutions to creating a 

 
17 As an example, prior to the plastic bag levy, media reports from the time show that major retailers had attempted to incentivise 
reusable bags themselves, voluntarily, with limited success. Tesco offered to donate 1p for every bag reused, and this saw plastic 
bag usage drop by approximately half of 1 per cent across their Irish stores. Similarly, Superquinn had also sought to encourage 
users to buy their reusable bag at 99p in 1996 as an alternative to using the free plastic bags. This initiative saw only a 2% 
reduction in plastic bags provided to customers. 
18 The PCRRG exist to ensure that the high-quality material from paper cups is captured and used effectively. Its membership 
is made up of most significant food and drinks retailers such as McDonalds, Burger King, KFC as well as coffee specific retailers 
Café Nero, Starbucks, Costa and Bewley’s.  
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more sustainable paper cup chain must work for the whole supply chain. Counter points could be that an SUDC 

levy could create further incentive for consumer behaviour change, and support education and deployment of 

enhanced collection and recycling. However, ultimately the EAC recommendation has not been implemented.  

Scotland, UK 

Calculations by Zero Waste Scotland suggest single-use disposable beverage cups generate approximately 4,000 

tonnes of waste in Scotland each year. In order to curb this and set a precedent, the Scottish Government introduced 

a ban on all single-use disposable beverage cup from its estates. This led to a self-reported ‘fairly seamless’ transition 

to reusable cups and generally positive feedback19. A trial by NHS Scotland implemented a cost-neutral single-use 

disposable cup charge of £0.10 and coupled with provision of free reusable cups to staff and a stamp card with free 

10th drink in a reusable cup, this led to an increase in reusable cup use from 1% to 43% during the trial.  

The Scottish Expert Panel on Environmental Charging and Other Measures (EPECOM) was set up to advise the 

Scottish ministers on measures to encourage sustainable changes in consumer and producer behaviour towards a 

circular economy. One of the major outputs of EPECOM is a report on tackling the dependence on, and 

environmental impact of, single-use disposable beverage cups in Scotland. The Panel recommended a package of 

measures to curb the prevalence of SUDCs, including introduction of a national mandatory requirement to sell 

beverages and disposable cups separately, with an initial minimum price of between 20-25p per cup; use of social 

marketing to alter social norms towards sustainable options; and a proposal to ban sales of expanded 

polystyrene/PVC beverage cups which is in line with EU Single-use Plastic Directive ambitions. Promoting 

accessibility and convenience of reuse at the point of sale in commercial outlets was also recommended, especially 

across ‘closed loop’ settings. The Panel noted that stakeholder consultations and RIAs would be needed. A ban on 

the following items: plastic cutlery, plates, straws, beverage stirrers and balloon sticks; food containers made of 

expanded polystyrene; and cups and other beverage containers made of expanded polystyrene, including their covers 

and lids came into effect from the 12th of August 2022 under the Environmental Protection (Single-use Plastic 

Products) (Scotland) Regulations 2021. Circular Economy Minister Lorna Slater also announced the formation of 

an advisory group that will shape plans for charges on coffee cups and other single-use disposable beverage 

containers. This work had been paused due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Berkeley, USA 

As of January 2020, the city of Berkeley in California has introduced a 25-cent fee for single-use paper and plastic 

cups20. The introduction of the fee was motivated by the goals of reducing the amount of single use food ware from 

entering the waste stream and reducing associated litter. The author of the legislation noted that many of the city’s 

 
19 Case Study can be found at https://www.gov.scot/publications/report-expert-panel-environmental-charging-measures-
epecom-recommendations-single-use-disposable-beverage-cups-july-2019/pages/8/  
20 https://dailycoffeenews.com/2019/01/23/city-of-berkeley-cracks-down-on-single-use-cups-with-25-cent-fee/  
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restaurants had “already switched to compostable to-go ware and reusables” and added that “recycling is no longer 

a solution – if we want to save the planet, it’s time to reduce, reuse and compost”. 

Canada 

The Government of Canada has developed an integrated management approach to plastic products to reduce waste 

and pollution. This includes a management framework that has been developed to categorize different single-use 

plastics, set management objectives for each, and choose the best instrument to achieve the chosen objective. Using 

this framework, six single-use plastic products were identified as potential candidates for prohibitions or restrictions. 

2.4.3 NGO Intervention Cases 

Conscious Cup 

The “Conscious Cup Campaign” (www.consciouscup.ie) in Ireland encourages the use of reusable cups, and 

catalogues retailers offering discounts from 10 to 50 cent in Ireland at present, as well as other incentives such as 

double loyalty points and charitable donations. According to their statistics, there are about 2,100 locations in Ireland 

offering a discount or incentive, with the average discount offered being 20c. The prevalence of discounts and 

rewards across the market, with discounts of up to 50 cents per use, suggest that retailers are willing and able to 

incentivise this behaviour21.  

War on Waste 

A high profile “War on Waste” campaign in the UK championed by Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall focused on 

addressing SUDC waste in the UK. The campaign was documented in a 2016 BBC show and highlighted the scale 

of SUDC waste in the UK. Specifically, they estimated that some 2.5bn SUDC cups were thrown away each year, 

but only 1 in 400 were recycled. A follow-up engagement by BBC radio22 in 2019 reported that industry now claim 

that since that time they moved from 1 in 400 (0.0025%) being recycled to 1 in 25 (4%). This was attributed to an 

increase in requisite recycling capacity from one plant to five. However, despite this progress, total SUDC use was 

estimated to have increased to approximately 3bn cups per annum. A major chain reported 5% reusable rates even 

with a 5p levy and 25p discount. Challenges include ongoing problems with recycling infrastructure inside and 

outside of stores, and councils struggling to justify the sorting cost for SUDCs. A lesson in this context may be that 

whilst the noted actions can increase recycling rates, overall consumption has continued to grow, reusable use is 

modest and challenges around separation and processing persist.  

 
21 Shops may offer a discount to customers who bring in their own cup to fill. Discounts typically range from .10c to .50c with 
most being .20c. Other outlets are offering a donation to an environmental NGO for each customer that brings their own mug 
to the store. Some outlets are selling their version of a reusable mug at very affordable or discounted rates to encourage 
customers to purchase a reusable mug of their own. Many outlets will also offer additional stamps or loyalty points for customers 
doing the same. This trend is not unique to one class of coffee outlet, with both independent and large chain coffee shops 
offering these kinds of incentives to their customers.  
22 https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/p073d66f  
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2.4.4 University Campus Intervention Cases 

Cardiff, Wales 

Poortinga and Whittaker (2017) conducted a study at Cardiff University, introducing a range of reuse interventions, 

including a £0.25 SUDC charge, varyingly applied across the University and its business café sites. The study found 

reusable cup discounts had no effect in reducing disposable coffee cup use, while the disposable coffee cup charge 

significantly increased the proportion of reusable cups with no impact on sales. It also found reuse rates being 

positively affected by selling reusable cups on site, offering free reusables as promotions, and clear communication.  

Winchester, England 

Following involvement in the Poortinga & Whitaker (2018) study, Winchester University continued a £0.25 

disposable coffee cup charge across three cafes and issued free reusable cups to new and returning students at the 

start of term. This intervention led to a 21% to 33% increase in reusable cup usage, saving approximately 65,000 

disposable coffee cups in the first year, with no reductions in sales over the same period23. 

Berkley and Massachusetts, USA 

University of California, Berkeley implemented a $0.15 cost-neutral charge on coffee cups which led to a 5.6% 

increase in reusable cup rates. Following this, in August 2020 UC Berkeley has committed to eliminating all non-

essential single-use plastic with viable alternatives by 2030. Another example of an SUDC levy at a university level 

can be seen in Tufts University, Massachusetts where a $0.25 charge realised a 5% increase in reusable cup use rates.  

Cork, Ireland 

In September 2018, University College Cork (UCC) launched Ireland’s first ‘plastic-free’ café on campus (University 

College Cork, 2019). This was designed as a showcase for how green procurement, stakeholder engagement and 

environmental awareness could be used to eliminate SUPs and redesign the provision of a service. The café 

contributed to UCC being ranked first worldwide for sustainable consumption and production in The Times Higher 

Education Impact Ranking 2019. In the Biogreen café, customers have three options, in line with the hierarchy 

presented in Figure 2. Ceramic tableware is offered for customers who chose to eat or drink in house, reusable take-

away cups or lunch boxes are accepted and filled, or customers can avail of a preferred standard bio-degradable 

option. There is recognition of the fact that even a preferred standard of single use cup is to be avoided in favour 

of reusables. As such, this third option is hidden away and only available on request and at a cost of €0.10 for cups, 

€0.40 for boxes, and €0.05 for wrapping. The redesign has had tangible environmental impacts, avoiding 20,000 

single use plates, 33,000 single use cups and reducing waste tonnage 95% in the first academic year of the café. In 

line with UCC's aims to minimise the use of unnecessary single-use items on campus, from September 2017, UCC 

staff and students were no longer permitted to bring disposable coffee cups into the library. The driver for this was 

contamination of recycled waste due to liquid from unfinished coffee cups.  

 
23 https://www.zerowastescotland.org.uk/sites/default/files/Cups%20Sold%20Separately%20Final.pdf  
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Table 3: Examples of interventions and trials addressing use of SUDCs.  

Institution Type Study/Paper Intervention/Trial 

Outcome in 

terms of 

Reusable use 

Notes 

 Before 
(%) 

After 
(%) 

 

University of 
Winchester, 
UK 

University 
Poortinga & 
Whittaker 
(2018) 

A £0.25 cost-neutral charge was applied on SUDCs. 
Additional interventions to supplement the charge 
included displaying an environmental message about 
the number of disposable cups going to landfill and 
asking customers to bring their own reusable cup; with 
additional messages being distributed via intranet and 
social media at one site. In addition, reusable cups were 
made available for sale in the cafe.  

5.1 17.4 

Sales of hot drinks were recorded over 
five weeks (25 days) before and during 
the intervention. Sales of drinks in 
reusable cups increased by 27.4 
percentage points on average. There 
was also a spike in drinks served in 
reusable cups in the period between 
February and May 2017 following the 
distribution of free reusable cups. 

University of 
British 
Columbia, 
Canada 

University 
Sidhu, Mehrotra 
& Hu (2018) 

A $0.15 discount was replaced by a cost-neutral $0.25 
charge for drinks sold in SUDCs. 

4.8 23.7 
No additional interventions that might 
have affected sales are stated in the 
report. 

Tufts 
University, 
USA 

University Fisher (2008) A cost-neutral charge of $0.17 3.1 8.1 

5-week study period between February 
and March 2008. A $0.10 discount for 
drinks sold in reusable cups was in 
operation across campus cafes before 
the charge was introduced. 

Berkeley, USA University Latimer (2016) A cost-neutral charge of $0.15. 0.8 6.2 
5-week study period in February and 
March 2016.  
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University of 
Washington, 
USA 

University Morales (2019) 
A $0.25 ‘discount’ to customers who bring their own 
mugs.  

N/A N/A 
12% of beverages bought on campus 
are filled in personal mugs.  

Seattle 
University, 
USA 

University 
Morales 
(2019)24 

A $0.20 ‘discount’ to customers who bring their own 
mugs. 

N/A N/A 
13% of beverages bought on campus 
are filled in personal mugs. 

NHS 
Crosshouse 
Hospital 
Scotland 

Organisation  
Zero Waste 
Scotland (2018) 

A cost-neutral charge of £0.10 on SUDCs.  1 43 

The trial took place over an 8-week 
period between August and September 
2018. A staff loyalty card offering a free 
drink for every 10 drinks purchased, a 
free reusable cup and posters 
advertising the trial. 

Starbucks, 
London, UK 

International 
retail chain 

Hubbub 
Foundation 
(2018)25 

A charge of £0.05 on SUDCs across 35 high-street 
stores in London.  

2.2 5.8 
In its first year the number of customers 
bringing their own cup into Starbucks 
has tripled.  

Biogreen Café 
University 
College (UCC) 

University 
Cafe 

UCC 
GreenCampus 
(2019)26 

A charge of €0.10 for SUDCs only available on request 
with nudges and facilities in place to encourage reusable 
use 

N/A N/A 
33,000 single use cups avoided, and 
waste tonnage reduced 95% within an 
academic year.  

 
24 https://www.sightline.org/2019/01/04/why-youre-still-not-bringing-a-reusable-mug-for-your-daily-coffee-2/  
25 https://www.hubbub.org.uk/starbucks-and-the-5p-cup-charge  
26 https://greencampus.ucc.ie/resources/case-studies/ 
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2.5 Consumer Perspectives - SUDC Action and SUDC Disposal 

Over the past 3 years there have been a number of studies to ascertain Irish consumer perspectives on single use waste 

in general, and single-use disposable cups in particular. The findings have been consistent over time with the core 

message being that measures to reduce single-use plastics and promote material efficiency (see Appendix 8.6), have 

sustained and broad support in Ireland. 72% of Irish respondents to the Eurobarometer 2017 survey stated that it is 

important that consumers should pay an extra charge for single-use plastic goods to reduce waste and littering27. This 

proportion was second only to Sweden (74%) and was considerably above the European average of 61%. A nationally 

representative survey carried out in Ireland the following year by Amárach Research and Carr Communications found 

similar support. Specifically, over 70% of those surveyed were in favour of a suite of measures to reduce overreliance 

on SUDCs. The survey explored attitudes specific to an SUDC levy of 15c and the findings were that 45% felt it was 

just right, whilst 13% felt it was too little. A further nationally representative survey in Ireland was conducted 

independently by EnvEcon Decision Support in 2019. This survey explored existing hot beverage consumption 

patterns in Ireland somewhat further, as well as potential responses to an SUDC levy intervention. This 2019 survey 

found that almost 80% of the respondents believed there was too much SUDC waste in Ireland. 64% of the 2019 

survey respondents also agreed with the statement that the levy would reduce the use of single-use disposable cups in 

Ireland. A behavioural study conducted by the EPA between 2019 and 2020 reaffirms these findings as it identifies 

strong support for policy incentives relating to the reduction of single use plastic products among Irish respondents. 

The report states that 92% of respondents support improved education, 73% support a ban on their production & 

sale and 64% support the introduction of a levy at the point of purchase (EPA, 2022).  

Under the following subheadings, summary findings from the EnvEcon 2019 nationally representative survey of 1001 

individuals are presented as a reflection of contemporary consumer perspectives in this context.  

 

Effectiveness 

The nationally representative survey found that people predict the effectiveness of the levy to be of medium strength. 

Participants were asked to indicate whether they agree or disagree with the following two statements "This levy will 

reduce the use of single-use disposable cups in Ireland" and "This levy will help solve Ireland's problem with 

disposable plastic waste" on a scale from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree). The mean answers were 4.74 and 

4.23 respectively. 

 

Awareness of the problem 

The survey also sought to ascertain the degree to which people felt there was too much SUDC waste in Ireland. 79% 

of those surveyed either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “I believe there is too much single-use disposable 

take-away cup waste in Ireland.” 

 
27 Eurobarometer, S. (2017). Attitudes of European citizens towards the environment. European Commission, 468. 
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Acceptability 

The survey found that the acceptability of a levy on SUDCs is high. Participants were asked to indicate whether they 

find the levy acceptable on a scale from 1 (Not acceptable at all) to 7 (Very acceptable). The mean answer was 4.96. 

They were also asked to indicate how much they are in favour of this levy being introduced on a scale from 1 (Not in 

favour at all) to 7 (Very much in favour). The mean answer was 4.92. Finally, participants were asked to indicate 

whether they oppose or support this levy on a scale from 1 (Strongly oppose) to 7 (Strongly support). The mean 

answer was 4.97.  

 

Recycling knowledge 

As part of the 2019 survey, respondents were also asked on a five-point scale to indicate their agreement or 

disagreement with the following statement “I know how to dispose of SUDCs appropriately”. 67% of consumers 

agreed or strongly agreed that they knew how to dispose of their SUDCs appropriately. However, when pushed on 

the correct bin (from a choice of general waste, recycling, compost, other) in which to throw most SUDCs, almost 

60% indicated a recycling bin, and over 35% indicated a general waste bin. These findings highlight a potential issue 

in so far as most cups in Ireland cannot be recycled via the dry recycling stream due to Ireland lacking the requisite 

infrastructure to recycle most current forms of SUDC at scale28. However, consumers remain confident that this is 

the correct action. Ultimately Repak29 suggested that incineration for some energy recovery is the most feasible option 

in Ireland at present for single use disposable paper/plastic cups.  

 

Desire for simplicity 

81% of those surveyed either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “I would like all single-use disposable cups 

to be made of the same material, so I always know which bin to put them into”. 

The summary conclusions from this contemporary assessment of consumer sentiment are that consumers broadly 

believe there is a problem with SUDC waste in Ireland. Furthermore, they believe a levy could help to solve the 

problem and would be acceptable to most. Interestingly the survey data also points to a lack of understanding about 

proper disposal of SUDCs and provides evidence of a strong desire in the market for a single simplified standard. 

This reinforces the value of simplifying the market, and indeed encouraging greater use of reusables into the future.  

 

 
28 There are some initiatives (https://www.breakingnews.ie/ireland/irish-firm-launches-countrys-first-coffee-cup-recycling-
scheme-970940.html) which have sought to address the issue by organising specific collection of SUDCs and then exporting these 
to the UK for processing.  
29 https://repak.ie/our-campaigns/news/coffee-cups/  
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3 Evidence Base 

The proposed SUDC Levy at a national scale represents an internationally pioneering initiative. As such, there is no 

matched policy precedence that can be directly compared and contrasted as part of the impact assessment. 

Nonetheless, the RIA has drawn upon extensive primary and secondary data to build an evidence base to underpin 

the evaluation. Specifically, the RIA draws on the results of nationally representative surveys undertaken across the 

Republic of Ireland, a comprehensive review of international literature, assessment of multiple case studies, and the 

outcomes of both open and targeted stakeholder consultation processes in Ireland. These sources are described below.  

 

3.1 RIA Surveys and Quantitative Data 

The RIA has drawn upon the results of two independent surveys, the first in 2018 commissioned by Amárach Research 

and Carr Communications, and the second in 2019 designed and commissioned by EnvEcon Decision Support 

(Appendix 8.1). These independent research surveys elicited responses across a range of relevant SUDC Levy 

questions. Specifically, they sought to estimate the current levels of retail hot beverage consumption in Ireland and to 

understand consumer sentiment in respect of interventions to address SUDC use. Beyond this, the 2019 survey sought 

indicative behavioural responses from consumers in relation to an SUDC Levy. Insights from this survey provide a 

further evidence base on which to estimate the potential initial impact on the market of what is an internationally 

unprecedented national scale policy intervention. Other quantitative data collated and considered for this RIA include:   

 Demographic data from the CSO. 

 Market reports from Bord Bia and others. 

 Commodity prices and trends from international markets. 

 Independently gathered pricing data from Irish hot beverage retailers. 

 

3.2 RIA Literature and Case Studies 

There is a growing body of literature related to single use disposable products in general and indeed specifically relating 

to SUDCs. This includes grey literature and media reports, as well as internationally peer reviewed publications, and 

case study analyses. The combination of literature and case study reviews offer varied perspectives and appraisals of 

the issues associated with single use products, as well as outcomes of interventions to counter growth in SUDCs, 

excess packaging, plastic waste, and related areas of concern. However, there are some challenges with comparing 

methodologies, contexts, and in some cases, even ascertaining the full details of underlying data and assumptions. 

Whilst we draw insights from these sources, we also recognise that the national SUDC Levy proposal represents a 
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different scale of intervention across a more diverse consumer base than, for example, either a company or campus 

setting. The references and bibliography for this RIA are defined in Section 6 and number approximately one hundred 

individual items. The main summary insights and observations from the literature and case study reviews were 

presented in Section 2.  

 

3.3 RIA Consultations 

The RIA has undertaken an extensive range of consultations in the examination of the impact of the potential levy on 

SUDCs. Consultation is a key element of the RIA process (Department of the Taoiseach 2005b, 2009) and was 

highlighted as a key element of the success of the Plastic Bag Levy, which was a similarly pioneering environmental 

levy first introduced in Ireland (Convery and McDonnell 2003, Convery et al., 2007, EnvEcon 2008a). In constructing 

and conducting the consultations, care was therefore taken to ensure that society generally, as well as a broad selection 

of key stakeholders, were engaged. The consultations also took heed of the relevant official national guidelines to 

ensure that the purpose of the consultation was straight forward and clear to all. The three consultations considered 

for this RIA (pre-COVID) are described below.  

 

Selected Stakeholder Consultation 

A stakeholder consultation was undertaken as part of the RIA which sought both structured and unstructured 

comments from a number of selected stakeholder types in Ireland. These included coffee retailers, waste managers, 

packaging industry operators, consumer groups and environmental groups. The RIA selected stakeholder consultation 

sought responses under six headings. The general heading allowed for any open comments. The other headings were 

more structured in order to facilitate qualitative aggregation and analysis. These other headings were as follows: 

 Adaptation potential 

What challenges are envisaged from the legislation and for whom? How might these be addressed? 

 Competition related impacts 

Are there impacts at some scale in relation to competition? How might these be mitigated? 

 Business impacts 

What specific impacts are envisaged for specific business types? How can these be managed? 

 Environmental impacts 

What impact do you feel the legislation would have on the environment and environmental goals? 

 Consumer impacts 

What impacts are envisaged for consumers from the proposed legislation? 
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The selected stakeholder consultation was undertaken in November and December 2019 via the DECC.  In response 

to the aforementioned headings, interested parties presented a broad range of perspectives on the proposal. Selected 

points from the submissions were: 

A levy should not be introduced. A ban on all SUDCs should be introduced: The opposing ends of the 

submissions ranged from a call for no levy to be introduced at all to having an outright ban on SUDCs. Those 

calling for no levy instead suggested allowing time for ongoing industry action, investment, and education 

campaigns. On the other extreme, certain submissions called for an outright ban on all forms of SUDC in 

favour of reusable cup use in all circumstances. Those latter submissions highlighting that switching to a 

certain type of SUDC – even when processed correctly – does not in itself reduce SUDC consumption. Such 

a ban is outlined in the CEA as a potential policy destination  

A blanket levy should be avoided: A number of submissions suggested that levies should, at the very least, 

be tiered based on different cup standards and the quantity of plastic required in each cup. They argued that 

a failure to do so would unfairly penalise those who have made significant investment and devoted efforts to 

reduce plastic use of their own accord. Some submissions further argued that removing the intrinsic 

motivation to adopt environmentally friendly cups would create a race to the bottom leading to harmful long-

term environmental impacts as retailers adopted the cheapest and potentially most harmful cup type. As a 

counterpoint to this suggestion however, it is also likely that retailers, being sensitive to consumer sentiment, 

would be conscious of the impact on their brand and environmental credentials were they to pursue such a 

path. On the other side of this debate some submissions suggested that a split or multi-level levy, would cause 

confusion to customers and collectors and that only a blanket levy will drive down all SUDC use.  

The Levy should be imposed up the supply chain, not on retailers: A cup producer stated that the point-

of-sale levy would be unfair on retailers and would have limited environmental effect, whereas a tiered supply 

chain levy would incentivise and affect supplier behaviour. This suggestion was countered somewhat by 

submissions recognising the need to change behaviour towards not just preferred SUDCs, but rather SUDC 

reduction and increased reusable use. A point-of-sale levy is visible to the consumer, and behavioural research 

clearly shows the role and importance of this visibility regarding an intervention’s capacity to influence 

behaviour. An upstream levy would instead focus only on preferential treatment for a given SUDC type. 

Emphasis should be made to improve recycling and waste systems rather than taxing one item: That 

the industry standard cups are technically recyclable but not widely recycled, and similarly that compostable 

cups often don’t make it to composting facilities were the basis for a number of submissions on the weakness 

of existing infrastructure and capacities. Some of the submissions did however recognise that the funds raised 

by the levy could be invested in improving said infrastructure and collections.  

Better “binfrastructure” and labelling is required to inform consumers about proper disposal: In a 

similar vein to the point on recycling and waste systems, the issue here was on the consumer end of the waste 

systems issue. A problem identified with disposal of SUDCs being the improper labelling and misconceptions 

with regard to end-of-life pathways. As noted, SUDCs aren’t widely recyclable, yet they often have labelling 
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which suggests they are. The issue of “compostable” cups not being composted was also highlighted. There 

was broad agreement amongst submissions of the need for better education and infrastructure to manage 

SUDC waste. This is again an area that could be supported by the levy via the Circular Economy Fund.  

A levy will be bad for coffee sales and local businesses: This point was raised in the submissions with 

speculation and statements of negative impacts on the viability of retailers, the quality of coffee being sold, 

as well as a reduction of investment interest from global coffee retailers. However, insights from the nationally 

representative survey suggest modest demand impacts from the levy, with anticipated market growth (Bord 

Bia, 2021) gradually countering this effect. Furthermore, it should be noted that a number of submissions 

suggested that market innovation and new business models may create opportunities in the market for those 

who wish to appeal to consumer preferences for reduced SUDC consumption in Ireland.  

 Coffee Cups are not a major environmental problem: This is a reasonable point to make in the context 

of certain mainstream environmental concerns such as climate change. However, coffee cups are a visible 

and avoidable source of single use plastic that have received considerable media and public attention. This 

establishes them as a high-profile entry point for SUP action with the potential to command public attention 

and engagement for positive spill over effects. The SUDC is representative of a throw-away culture, and even 

with modest direct effects on the environment, research has highlighted the potential for significant indirect 

effects (Lanzini and Thogersen, 2014, Dolan & Galizzi 2015). Further to this, the CEA 2022, reinforces the 

strong political will to reduce single use plastics and the encouragement of a cultural change from a throw-

away culture to a more sustainable way of dealing with limited resources. Similarly, whilst some submissions 

suggested that alternatives to SUDCs are no better environmentally due to the energy burden required in the 

production of ceramics and keep cups, the lifecycle assessments in Section 2 do not bear out these criticisms.  

 

Nationally representative survey consultation 

The independent nationally representative survey conducted by EnvEcon also invited open comments and responses 

from the general public in relation to an SUDC Levy. These responses have been synthesised and aggregated for 

consideration as an element of the stakeholder consultation. These responses are in addition to the responses to the 

structured question elements of the survey which inter alia built the evidence base for consumption patterns and 

behaviour in this context. The survey was conducted in October 2019 and collected nationally representative data 

from 1001 adults across Ireland. Key findings as noted in section 2 were that consumers broadly believe there is a 

problem with SUDC waste in Ireland. Furthermore, they believe a levy could help to solve the problem and would be 

acceptable to most. The survey data also points to a lack of understanding about proper disposal of SUDCs in Ireland 

and identifies a strong desire on the consumer side of the market for a single simplified standard.  
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Open Public Consultation 

On the 6th of November 2019, the DECC launched an open public consultation on environmental levies, including 

the coffee cup levy, for a period of just over 6 weeks. The form of the consultation is presented in Box 1. The results 

of this open consultation have also been examined and considered as part of this RIA. The DECC consultation 

submissions will be made available prior to the public consultation. 

 

Box 1 Form of the public consultation on the proposed introduction of new environmental levies: 

 

 

4 Impact Assessment  

In this section the selected intervention options and the review findings for each under the requisite and relevant 

impact categories are presented. These assessments are based upon the evidence base described in Section 3, the 

evaluating teams’ own experience in environmental economics and environmental levies, and quantitative estimates 

where relevant and plausible. 

The concluding evaluation is a mixed method multi-criteria analysis supported by the primary and secondary data 

detailed in Section 3. This was deemed the most appropriate method for what is an unprecedented national scale 

policy intervention that presents a low risk of substantive impact on the requisite impact assessment categories.  
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4.1 Intervention Options 

The RIA must define a set of options that are not only relevant, but also viable, in the context of the defined objectives 

outlined in section 1. The default option of “Do Nothing” along with other relevant options are defined below. In 

brief they have been selected to cover the spectrum of intervention choices (i.e., do nothing through to an outright 

ban on SUDCs). The chosen options also align with the range of intervention suggestions provided as part of the 

open and selected stakeholder consultations managed by DECC in 2019/2020. 

 

1. Do Nothing (DN) 

This is the default option for consideration in all RIAs. It represents a scenario where no new or alternative 

intervention is specifically made in regard to the defined objectives.  

 

2. Introduce a Single Use Disposable Cup levy (Levy) 

This would introduce a levy to apply to the retail of hot beverages for take-away consumption in SUDCs in Ireland. 

The level of the levy was defined as being in the region of 10c to 25c. 

  

3. Ban Single Use Disposable Cups (Ban) 

This would ban the use of SUDCs from hot beverage retail in Ireland. In this situation it is assumed that only reusable 

or in-house consumption remains as an option for consumers in the market.  

 

4. Utilise voluntary, behavioural, and educational strategies (Nudge) 

This intervention assumes the design and delivery of behavioural strategies including sustained information campaigns 

to deliver on the goals and objectives of the intervention as defined in this RIA.  

 

4.2 Impact Categories 

The intervention options must be considered along lines of both requisite and other relevant impact categories. The 

requisite impact headings are presented below, as well as other categories deemed relevant to the defined objectives 

of the RIA. Categories of relevant impact have been informed by the consultation processes undertaken for the RIA. 



 
 
 

 
 

34 | P a g e  
 

2022 RIA – Levy on Single Use Disposable Cups 

RIA guidelines (Department of the Taoiseach, 2009) suggest that where significant impacts are foreseen under any of 

the relevant or requisite impact headings, that the associated analysis be of sufficient detail such that it remains in line 

with the related guidance on proportionality.  

 

Requisite Impact Categories 

 

1. National Competitiveness Impacts (NCI) 

Is the intervention expected to impact on national competitiveness? In regard to national competitiveness the 

definition as provided by the National Competitiveness Council (NCC) is used, as referenced in Department of the 

Taoiseach (2009) - “The ability to achieve success in international markets leading to better standards of living for all. 

It stems from a number of factors, notably firm level strategies and a business environment that supports innovation 

and investment, which combined lead to strong productivity growth, real income gains and sustainable development.” 

 

2. Socially Excluded and Vulnerable Group Impacts (VGI) 

Does the intervention create unfavourable impacts for socially excluded or vulnerable groups? These could include 

the elderly, persons with disabilities or specific ethnic groups. Relevant impacts in this context may relate to poverty 

and inequality effects on specific vulnerable groups.  

 

3. Environmental Impacts (EI) 

How will the intervention affect environmental outcomes? In the case of this RIA, the objective is environmentally 

motivated and as such there is some overlap with later specific impacts. However, this category is considering 

environment more broadly and the alignment with national (e.g., waste strategy goals, the 2019 Climate Action Plan) 

and international ambitions and drivers (e.g., SUPD, sustainable development goals). Furthermore, the impact on 

specific environmental issues (e.g., air pollutants, climate emissions, waste management) may be considered. 

 

4. Consumer Impacts (ConsI) 

What impacts will the intervention have on consumers? These impacts can include impacts on choice and behaviour 

as well as the more direct imposition of new costs on consumers.  

 

5. Competition Impacts (CompI) 

Will the intervention create competition impacts in the market? Will the changes favour some firms over others, or 

afford greater market power to a specific group of firms? Competition may also consider aspects of fairness and 

barriers that may be created for new entrants.  

 



 
 
 

 
 

35 | P a g e  
 

2022 RIA – Levy on Single Use Disposable Cups 

6. Citizen Rights Impacts (CRI) 

Impacts on citizen rights may consider the balance between societal goals and personal freedoms as affected by the 

intervention. Broader impacts under treaties such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights may also be screened 

for conflicts and impacts.  

 

7. Compliance Burden Impacts (CBI) 

This category considers the additional burden that may arise for those that must comply with the intervention.  

 

8. North-South / East-West Relations Impacts (NSEW) 

This category of impact calls for consideration of where there are regional or cross-border impacts (e.g., varied 

regulation either side of the North South border) that should be considered.  

 

Relevant Impacts 

Other relevant impacts have been defined subject to RIA guidelines (Department of the Taoiseach, 2009). Specifically, 

the number of additional criteria has been kept low; they have sought to capture aspects of relevance to the defined 

objectives; and to the extent possible they have been selected as unique and mutually independent. There are 

relationships between overall hot beverage retail demand and take-away beverage demand, however, in this case the 

categories are used to assess differing impacts (e.g., impact on overall retail sales, impact on take-away vs. in-house) 

that are relevant to different stakeholder groups and the appraisal of outcomes directly associated with the goals of 

the regulatory intervention. The four additional criteria are defined as follows: 

 

1. Resource Generation for Environmental Initiatives and Supporting Actions (RES) 

How will the intervention affect resources to support further complementary actions in this context?  

 

2. Hot Beverage Retail Demand (HBD) 

How will the intervention affect overall demand for purchased hot beverages in retail outlets? 

 

3. SUDC Demand (SUD) 

How will the intervention affect demand for purchased take-away hot beverages in an SUDC from retail outlets? 

 

4. Reusable Cup Use (RCU) 

How will the intervention affect the overall use level of reusable cups in Ireland? 
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4.3 RIA Multi Criteria Analysis 

The multi criteria analysis (MCA) assesses the four viable policy options subject to the defined goals of the proposed 

policy and other relevant associated criteria. The four intervention options are as described in Section 4.1. 

1. Do Nothing (DN) 

2. Introduce a SUDC levy (Levy) 

3. Ban on all SUDCs (Ban) 

4. Utilise voluntary, behavioural, and educational strategies (Nudge) 

 

The scale on which these options are assessed by the criteria is an ordinal system of a seven-point scale. The scale is 

as below and follows in line with official best practice guidance (Department of the Taoiseach 2004, 2005ab, 2009). 

1. Highly positive (+++) 

2. Moderately positive (++) 

3. Slightly positive (+) 

4. Neutral (0) 

5. Slightly negative (-) 

6. Moderately negative (--) 

7. Strongly negative (---) 

 

The MCA ratings take account of the evidence base described in section 3. Specifically, the assessment draws on the 

experience of the review team with environmental levies and market-based instruments, related grey literature, public 

and stakeholder consultations in Ireland, local and regional case study outcomes internationally, nationally 

representative survey analysis and relevant internationally peer reviewed literature. Given that two of the intervention 

options are unprecedented at a national scale (i.e., ban, levy), there are no direct international comparators which the 

RIA may consider. Nonetheless, there is useful evidence on smaller scales, as well as the national scale surveys and 

stakeholder consultations which underpin the evaluation for each intervention across each of the assessment criteria.  

EnvEcon conducted an independent research survey in 2019 as part of a number of ongoing research exercises. As 

indicated results from this survey have been used to inform aspects of this RIA. Participants were asked to indicate 

how many hot drinks they purchase in a regular week. The survey then asked participants to estimate how many of 

these hot drinks they purchased in a single-use disposable cup (SUDC) and in a reusable takeaway cup in a normal 

week. Participants were then asked to consider a scenario where a levy on single-use disposable cups was introduced 

in Ireland. The levy would have the goal of reducing consumption of single-use disposable cups and raising revenue 

to support associated environmental actions, such as investments in bins and other enhanced waste and litter 

management infrastructure. Participants were randomised into levy groups and asked, whether they would change the 

number of hot drinks purchased in a regular week; whether they would change the number of single-use disposable 

cups they used in a regular week; and whether they would change the number of hot drinks they purchase and consume 
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in a reusable takeaway cup. No systematically significant differences were found across the proposed levy amounts 

and hence the RIA considers only two situations, one without the levy as the baseline, and one with the levy, to gauge 

predicted levy effects.  

The estimated consumption effects triggered by the levy were categorised as the differences in overall consumption, 

consumption in SUDCs, and consumption in reusable cups between the baseline and the levy situation. In order to 

account for differences between the samples and the population, 95% Confidence intervals for weak and strong 

reactions to the levy are also included. The summary results in Table 4 suggest that the initial effects would see overall 

average weekly purchases of hot drinks reduce by 0.23 cups or 5%. The data also suggest that the hot drinks will be 

less frequently consumed in an SUDC with a drop in the weekly average of -0.43 (-18%) cups per week. 

Correspondingly, the survey responses suggested a substantial boost for consumption in reusable cups, with their 

average usage rising by .48 cups per week (+58%). These results are used to inform the MCA. 

 

Table 4: Survey responses in terms of average weekly consumption reactions to an SUDC Levy 

  Baseline Reaction Reaction Weak Reaction Strong 

Base Weekly Rate 

Mean Retail Hot Drink Consumption 
4.55 4.32 4.39 4.25 

Base Weekly Rate 

Mean Consumption in an SUDC 
2.43 2.00 2.10 1.90 

Base Weekly Rate 

Mean Consumption in a Reusable Cup 
0.83 1.31 1.21 1.41 

 

We acknowledge that such psychological surveys are illustrative and should be interpreted with some caution. Research 

has shown that people can find it challenging to accurately predict their behaviour especially in situations unknown to 

them. The SUDC Levy on a national scale is an unprecedented international intervention, however, the concept is not 

particularly complex, and consumers may well have relevant experience and behaviours from more localised contexts 

to draw upon. However, we recognise that participants were asked to indicate how they would behave in an imagined 

situation in which a levy was implemented. As such the data is based on hypothetical scenarios and consequently 

hypothetical bias may be present. Nonetheless, the findings from smaller scale revealed-preference studies from other 

contexts (Section 2.3) suggest the impact estimates are within a plausible range for initial outcomes. As such, in the 

absence of a relevant international comparator of national scale, we are satisfied that the combination of case studies 

and survey results offers a credible and reasonable evidence base on which to base aspects of this RIA.  

 

Table 5 presents a visual summary of the MCA. This is followed by descriptive subsections for each of the ratings to 

offer insight on the determination of the ratings. 
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4.3.1 National Competitiveness Impacts (NCI) 

 Do Nothing and Nudge are not considered to be internationally relevant interventions in respect of either 

national competitiveness or inward investment. Both are rated as neutral.  

 The Ban may be viewed as a somewhat aggressive strategy to addressing SUDCs however such an approach 

would be allowed under the 2022 CEA and would be consistent with the Act’s overall ambition to make 

Ireland one of the first countries to eliminate the use of disposable coffee cups. At this juncture the RIA 

assesses SUDC use to be highly prevalent and finds that some additional effort to address barriers and 

behaviour regarding the use of reusable cups are trialled and addressed, in advance of any outright ban 

strategy. Such aggressive policy could also affect external perceptions of Ireland in a slightly negative manner 

despite the underlying environmental motivations. A weak negative is assigned as the rating in this case.  

 The Levy does represent an international policy first, as was the plastic bag levy, and this could be expected 

to add to Ireland’s reputation as a pioneer and advocate of innovative sustainable policies globally. However, 

despite this potential the Levy is also rated as neutral in this case.  

 

4.3.2 Socially Excluded and Vulnerable Group Impacts (VGI) 

 Do Nothing and Nudge are considered neutral in respect of having no clear means of affecting vulnerable 

groups in any meaningful way.  

 The Levy is also rated as neutral on the basis that it does not single out any particular group, nor does it target 

an area of priority focus (i.e., take-away hot drink consumption) in relation to either the socially excluded or 

other vulnerable groups in Ireland. In practice, in-house consumption or reusable cup use could in fact offer 

the opportunity to avoid the cost, and indeed to build savings over current business as usual costs for any 

consumer. It is also conceivable that in-house consumption could be preferable for certain vulnerable groups, 

and that sponsorship of reusable cups could be secured for certain vulnerable groups.  

 The Ban is rated as a weak negative in respect of this category on the basis that it could prevent consumption 

for some where in-house or reusable choices were not an option.  

 

4.3.3 Environmental Impacts (EI) 

Growing consumption of single use plastics and the associated normalisation of a disposable and throwaway culture 

represents a materially inefficient use of resources that is at odds with broader environmental and sustainability goals. 

SUDCs represent a high-profile entry point from which to steer single use consumption behaviours toward viable 

alternative actions. The environmental impacts of SUDC use are linked to resource use, specifically the energy, water 

and material resources that are invested in their production, transport, and disposal. Whilst methodologies and 
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estimates vary, the RIA finds that reasonable methodologies and assumptions converge in the region of 10-20 cup 

uses for a reusable vessel to outperform an SUDC. For in-house ceramics, even where breakeven points are higher, 

this could easily be achieved within a week or two, and for privately owned on-the-go reusable cups it could be 

achieved within a month. Innovations with reusable cup materials as well as new models for ‘borrowing’ reusable cups 

can further enhance reuse outcomes. 

 

 The Levy and Ban are both rated as positive in regard to environmental impact. The Ban should have a 

greater impact on SUDC reduction and reusable cup use. However, this assessment does not believe that the 

Ban would offer the same potential for positive environmental spill over effects and environmental resource 

and communication investments as the Levy. Ultimately a transition away from single use products in other 

areas may require more behavioural adjustment as opposed to paternalistic approaches that eliminate choice. 

 Nudge is rated as weakly positive for environmental impacts. The available literature and evidence assessed 

for the RIA suggests behavioural economics approaches deliver a more modest effect than a Levy approach.  

 Do Nothing is rated as weakly negative for failing to adjust the status quo in terms of SUDC consumption.  
 

 

4.3.4 Consumer Impacts (ConsI) 

 Do Nothing and Nudge are considered neutral in respect of consumer impacts in so far as no behaviour 

change or new cost is introduced. It is presumed that any Nudges would follow a recognised set of ethical 

guidelines for their intervention30.  

 The Levy will by its nature seek to influence consumers to change behaviours by consuming more in-house 

reusables or utilising a take-away reusable mug. This impact is rated as weakly negative, on the basis that the 

choice for an SUDC remains, and only partial behavioural adjustment could see consumers recoup additional 

costs. Furthermore, the Levy will support the Circular Economy Fund which in turn can harness the Circular 

Economy Programme to provide education, information, and infrastructure to facilitate broader pro-

environmental behaviours and give effect to the objectives set out in the Circular Economy Strategy.  

 The Ban is viewed as negative from a consumer perspective as it removes the choice for using an SUDC for 

the consumer on any occasion. Whilst reusable cups and reusable rental schemes may come into play, and 

more rapidly, the ban is viewed as having the greatest impact on consumer choice. Moreover, the ban would 

raise no resources for investment and environmental action that may benefit consumers.  

 

 
30 See for example - EnvEcon (2020) Nudge FORGOOD – An ethics framework for behavioural policy design, Dublin: EnvEcon 
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4.3.5 Competition Impacts (CompI) 

 Do Nothing and Nudge are considered neutral in respect of competition impacts in so far as the former 

would not alter the status quo, whilst the latter would seek to encourage change across the entire market.  

 The Levy and Ban are determined as being weakly negative and negative respectively in regard to 

competition impacts. On the business front, the mid-range initial estimated impact on overall retail sales was 

a drop of 5% in total retail hot beverage consumption. This impact is however below the compound annual 

growth rate for coffee shop and café consumer consumption31 estimated by Bord Bia (Bord Bia, 2021). This 

estimate is based on market research and stated responses from consumers and as such is treated with caution. 

However, there is no national scale pre-existing comparator available, and even if there were, cultural, 

economic and market variations introduce complexity to such comparisons. Localised case studies do exist 

(and have been considered), but the scaling of small-scale captive markets to national scale introduces some 

further uncertainty. However, these studies do not offer evidence of substantial falls in retail coffee sales.  

 Given a defined objective of reducing SUDC use in Ireland, the interventions would be expected to reduce 

demand for SUDCs in the market and thereby their production. This would have direct impacts for SUDC 

manufacturing related companies. The Ban would have an immediate and direct negative impact in this 

regard, whereas the Levy would have a more moderate impact in the short-term and may create some 

opportunity for firms that can adapt to the reusable market. Nonetheless, over the long term, assuming the 

measure is increasingly successful in its defined goals to reduce SUDC use, it will of course have a direct 

impact on SUDC manufacturers.  

 The Levy and to a greater extent the Ban may also raise a competition impact for hot beverage retailers 

without an option for sit-in consumption. They may be disadvantaged relative to those that can provide sit-

in space to allow customers avoid the levy. However, retailers that do not offer space for sit-in would be 

expected to enjoy an advantage in terms of lower overhead/rents relative to those providing sit-in space. 

Moreover, increased reusable cup use, either via one’s own cup or a rented cup model, would allow take-out 

retailers to save more on the cost of SUDCs and could afford their customers more regular discounts.  

4.3.6 Citizen Rights Impacts (CRI) 

 All four options are deemed neutral in the context of Citizen’s rights. Whilst the Ban would infringe on one’s 

ability to purchase an SUDC this should not be recognised as an issue of substance in regard to citizen rights32. 

 
31 It is also recognised that this subset of the market would not represent all retailers of hot beverages in Ireland.  
32 A useful perspective in this context were the findings of the UK House of Lords Science and Technology when considering 
policy targeting behavioural change. The committee suggested that almost all government policies focus on the ability to induce 
a behaviour change, and that this in itself is not inherently unethical or unfairly impacting on the rights of Citizens. The report on 
behaviour change refers to the Nuffield Ladder of Interventions an interventions taxonomy which presents policy options in 
descending order of severity and paternalism from outright bans on one side to soft nudges such as information provision and 
use of social norms on the other. Financial incentives such as levies, and subsidies exist in the middle of the spectrum classified 
under – “options which guide and enable choice”. See https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201012/ldselect/ldsctech/179/179.pdf 
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Similarly, whilst the Levy would introduce an additional cost, it does not forbid any behaviours or remove a 

citizen’s right to engage in a behaviour. Rather it penalizes the use of SUDCs, a behaviour for which 

alternative and environmentally preferred options exist.  

 

4.3.7 Compliance Burden Impacts (CBI) 

 Do Nothing and Nudge are neutral in respect of compliance burden given that no changes are introduced 

to the market in these cases. 

 The Levy is rated as weakly negative in regard to compliance burden. The Levy as proposed would piggy-

back on the existing VAT payment and reporting infrastructure which all retailers use, and this would result 

in limited additional compliance and administrative burdens for either businesses or the Department of 

Finance. Indeed, retailers are already capable of differential pricing for many add-on products (e.g., added 

flavour shot costs) or services (e.g., sit-in or take-away variations), and many retailers already offer cost 

discounts for reusable cups. Thus, the operational impact at the till is deemed to fall in a range between 

minimal impact and normal operating practices.  

 The Ban is also rated as weakly negative on the basis that this could require a number of operational changes 

in many retailers to adjust facilities, routines, supply chains and potentially related contracts across stores. 

These would however be interim changes principally associated with the transition phase which is to be no 

less than 6 months under the 2022 CEA.  

 

4.3.8 North-South / East-West Relations Impacts (NSEW) 

 Do Nothing and Nudge and Levy are all deemed neutral in this regard. The Levy would apply uniformly 

across all regions of the Republic of Ireland, and demand differentials between Northern Ireland and the 

Republic for a marginal cost change on a low value short life consumer item is expected to be negligible.  

 The Ban is however rated as weakly negative in this context as there may be regional impacts of some scale 

for SUDC cup manufacture and printing operations where SUDCs were no longer permitted in the market.  

 

4.3.9 Resource Generation for Environmental Initiatives and Supporting Actions (RES) 

 Do Nothing, Nudge and Ban options, are neutral on resource generation for environmental initiatives. 

 The Levy would generate ring-fenced resources for the Circular Economy Fund that could support 

environmental initiatives and infrastructure in Ireland. The Levy is rated as strongly positive in this regard. 

However, an important aspect of uncertainty is the scale of the SUDC market at present in Ireland. Figures 



 
 
 

 
 

43 | P a g e  
 

2022 RIA – Levy on Single Use Disposable Cups 

have been presented showing estimates from varied sources that have placed SUDC consumption between 

200 and 730 million cups per annum in Ireland. The RIA estimate favours the broadly comparable results of 

the two independently conducted surveys. Specifically, we utilise the 2019 EnvEcon survey which estimates 

approximately 470 million SUDC cups per annum – which is close to the midpoint of these other estimates. 

 Over time, the more successful the Levy is in regard to shifting behaviour and consumption patterns, the 

smaller the revenue generation. It is both expected and desirable for the response to the Levy to grow over 

time as consumers and retailers adjust (e.g., consumers purchasing and planning the use of a reusable cup, 

retailers introducing new models of reusable cup leasing). Acknowledging the potential impact of the market 

scale, estimates for this mid-range (470m cups) consumption level are presented for a 20c, 25c and 50c levy 

in Figure 3 and range from approximately €80m to €200m per annum. A range of responses from weak to 

strong are presented for each levy to illustrate sensitivity to varied consumer response rates.  

 

4.3.10 Hot Beverage Retail Demand (HBD) 

The estimated initial effects on hot beverage demand are presented in Figure 4 and are described below.  

 

 Do Nothing and Nudge are considered neutral on hot beverage demand as the former does not introduce 

any market change, whilst the latter would only seek to encourage change, with no direct penalty for inaction.  

 The Ban would initially be assumed to have a more dramatic impact on hot beverage demand given that it 

would eliminate the option for an SUDC altogether. Whilst behaviours and retailers may adjust gradually over 

time, it is believed that this approach would result in a comparatively strong negative effect on HBD.  

 The Levy is viewed as weakly negative on HBD in so far as the survey estimates suggest that some consumers 

may curtail demand when faced with a levy for the HBD consumption. The central estimation was 

approximately a 5% reduction in retail HBD. However, over the medium term this effect is expected to 

weaken as consumers and retailers adapt, and both market and demographic growth counteract the impact 

(Bord Bia 2019, Bord Bia 2021, CSO). Indicative market responses on HBD are included in Figure 4. In this 

context, Appendix 8.9 considers the trends in the market growth, and highlights the apparent capacity of the 

market to grow aggregate consumer demand in recent years.  
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Figure 3 Estimates of initial potential Levy revenue  

 

 

4.3.11 SUDC Demand (SUD) 

The estimated initial effects on SUDC demand are presented in Figure 4 and are described below.  

 

 Do Nothing is rated as weakly negative in regard to reduced demand in an SUDC. A reason for this is that 

a failure to act may signal that action is not merited and as such SUDC consumption may continue to increase 

in line with market and demographic growth. 

 Nudge is rated as weakly positive in regard to reducing SUDC demand on the basis of the case study evidence 

and literature which more often than not confirms a weaker effect and impact than a Levy or other cost-

based approach.  

 Ban is rated as strongly positive in regard to reducing SUDC demand on the grounds that it would have an 

absolute and definitive impact on SUDC consumption.  

 Levy is rated as positive in terms of SUDC reduction in so far as the case studies and survey evidence suggest 

that this approach, in particular with support actions and investment, can yield high levels of reduction in 

SUDC consumption. The survey results suggest an initial reduction from approximately 2 ½ SUDC cups per 

week to 2 cups. As noted, the RIA anticipates an increased effect over time as citizens and businesses adapt. 
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4.3.12 Reusable Cup Use (RCU) 

The estimated initial effects on reusable cup use are presented in Figure 4 and described below. 

 

 Do Nothing is rated as negative in regard to increasing reusable cup use on the same grounds as mentioned 

for SUDC demand. Specifically, that a failure to act on single use waste in this high-profile context, despite 

high levels of public support for action to reduce SUDC waste, may offer moral licensing to citizens that sees 

them revert to, or remain with, previous norms and behaviours.  

 Nudge is rated as weakly positive in regard to RCU on the same grounds as discussed for the SUDC demand 

rating in the prior section. 

 Ban is rated as strongly positive in regard to RCU on the basis that only reusable cups for in-house or take-

away consumption will remain as options within the market.  

 Levy is rated as positive in regard to increasing RCU demand on the basis of the case study, literature, and 

survey evidence. The latter providing an indicative initial estimate of just over a half cup per week increase in 

reusable cup consumption in response to the Levy. 

 

 

Figure 4: Indicative impact of Levy on average weekly cup consumption patterns Nationally  

 

 

5 RIA Conclusions 

This concluding section of the RIA is divided into two sections. Firstly, a discussion of aspects to consider in the 

context of final policy design. This part of the conclusion endeavours to offer support in regard to the effective 

implementation and management of the SUDC levy over time. This is followed by the formal final recommendation 

of the RIA.  
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5.1 SUDC Levy Policy Design Considerations 

Sequential Irish surveys, highlighted in this report, confirm that SUDC use is an area where the general public in 

Ireland are broadly supportive of action to address the levels of waste. These societal ambitions are also well aligned 

with the longer-term objectives of the Circular Economy Act, Sustainable Development Goals, European Circular 

Economy Strategy and the European SUPD which introduces a multi-faceted approach to tackling single-use plastic 

waste. In designing the final implementation of the intervention, it is important to acknowledge that the desired 

behaviours and practices already exist in the marketplace (e.g., reusable cup use, in-house coffee consumption, 

discounts for using a reusable cup), with consumers and retailers having already demonstrated their feasibility in both 

national and international contexts.  

 

The Core Proposal 

Similar to the plastic bag tax, the primary ambition is to reduce unnecessary waste in the presence of a viable 

alternative. Aligned to the defined objectives, the recommended policy design should therefore: 

 

1. Incentivise consumers not to use a SUDC where possible.  

2. Resource and provide supports to facilitate positive environmental change.  

 

Rate of the SUDC Levy  

 The initial RIA proposal considered a range for the SUDC levy of between 10c and 25c, however since then, the 

2022 CEA has provided legislation allowing for Environmental Levies ranging from 20c to €1. Prior market research 

by Amárach Research and Carr Communications (2018) asked consumers how they felt about a 15c levy for single 

use coffee cups with 45% feeling it was just right, 13% feeling it was too little and 42% feeling it was too much. In 

the UK context the EPECOM group reported that a minimum charge of £0.20 would be needed to change the 

behaviour of 49% of the population. On the basis of national market research and international assessment, the lower 

end of the allowed range for the levy seems appropriate for the defined goals of influencing market change.  

 

However, a further aspect relating to the rate of the levy that may be considered is in relation to increments and 

powers to adjust the levy over time. The levy should include a mechanism by which the Minister of the day may adjust 

the rate in response to ex post assessment findings on performance and impact, as well as inflation. The limits on 

increase values are clearly articulated by the CEA and may not exceed €0.10, however we would also advise accounting 

for currency denomination constraints. In this regard, the increments should be set at 5c and should be adjusted by 

the Minister in response, primarily, to the performance of the levy with respect to the defined intervention goals. A 

review period for potential revisions should also be defined.  
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Administration of the SUDC Levy 

Administration and application of environmental levies are laid out in the 2022 CEA, which mandates that “the levy 

should be payable by the person who carries the business of selling the goods”.  Subject to Revenue approval, the 

collection of the levy and reporting should be integrated into the VAT collection and reporting systems, as was done 

with the plastic bag levy (Convery et al., 2007). This would be expected to lower the potential costs of administration 

of any new levy. From the retail perspective, most retailers are equipped for varying the unit price on an item at the 

till (e.g., discounting) and so varying the price for a disposable cup, in-house mug or reusable cup should be feasible 

and is unlikely to add additional cost to operations that do not yet offer same. It should also be required that the levy 

is visible to all consumers and not merely masked within the overall price of a beverage. Connected to this point, 

where retailers offer a discount for reusable cup use, the discount should remain from the price without the levy 

included to ensure further transparency and a stronger incentive for reusable cup use.  

 

Data Collection and Reporting 

As a general recommendation, it is suggested that some care and thought be given to the level of detail that may be 

collected in relation to the levy from the outset. This may include categorisation of retail outlets by characteristics 

such as ownership model (e.g., large chain, independent) and type (e.g., restaurant, café, ‘take-out’ only). These data 

matter as they will enable more informed ongoing analysis of the levy impact and performance. This will be necessary 

for management of the levy and for communicating progress. These data will also be helpful in the context of tracking 

performance on consumption reduction of single-use plastics under the auspices of the SUPD. 

 

Scope of the SUDC Levy 

The levy is understood to be initially considered in the context of retailers offering hot beverages for sale in single-

use disposable cups. This may include cafés and restaurants. Whilst the levy is centred around the sale of hot drinks 

in disposable single use cups (e.g., tea, coffee, hot chocolate), there may also be a need for engagement with the 

vending machine sector (see next point) to discuss how and when action may be taken in that subsector. On final 

drafting of any regulations, care should be given to ensure there are no gaps in the definitions that leave the levy open 

to exploitation e.g., registering hot drinks as frappés. The catering sector and purchasers of SUDCs for small scale 

events where individual purchases are not made, are thought to also be excluded from the current scope. However, 

again this is an area where further consultation and engagement may be required between DECC and stakeholders.  

 

Vending Machines 

Issues raised in connection with vending machines include that not all vending machines can allow for a reusable cup; 

a levy cannot be made visible in the same way as in a store; and existing contracts may specify consumer price with 
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less flexibility to change. Furthermore, varied cup sizes may present particular challenges. These issues can be 

addressed (e.g., standardisation of cup sizes) but may require further time and a different set of adaptations to those 

which the over-the-counter retail market will adopt. It is recommended that there is engagement with the sector to 

follow-through on timelines for machines to allow for reusable cups; the introduction of price differentials and 

machine labelling; and to identify areas and issues where machines or installations are not capable of change. The 

standardisation of cup sizes is recommended as an area of engagement with stakeholders.  

 

Cup Standards 

The SUDC Levy will principally seek to incentivise consumers to opt for a reusable or in-house cup over a disposable 

cup. However, it is recognised that there will remain many occasions where users may purchase a beverage and require 

a disposable cup. In such cases it would be ideal for the retailer to offer a disposable cup that adheres to a single 

‘preferred’ standard. However, this would require agreement on a preferred cup and work to ensure they are discarded 

and processed appropriately. Currently, the definition of a preferred standard or standards goes beyond the scope of 

this RIA and ensuring the infrastructure for disposal is not a core objective. In terms of consultation, if the issues 

raised warranted further consideration, they would require engagement with retailers, consumers, waste managers and 

all other relevant stakeholders. This process would help to define the most appropriate standard from the key 

perspectives of environment, availability, and cost.  

 

Reusable Cup Facilitations 

As a further part of the policy design and associated communication strategy for retailers, it is recommended that a 

number of practical considerations be flagged to support the uptake of reusable cups. Specific examples include: 

 

 Retailers should not seek to introduce restrictions on the use of ‘branded’ cups from competing business. 

 Retailers should – where feasible – consider offering cup washing stations. 

 Retailers should anticipate a shift in process related to the coffee pouring chain and cup ownership. 

 Discounts for the use of a reusable cup should be from the coffee price excluding the proposed levy. 

 Retailers should consider the introduction of mug-share33 initiatives. 

 Retailers should consider efficient methods for crediting the return of a mug share cup.  

 Retailers in certain closed loop settings (e.g.  airports34) could consider drop off points for reusables.  

 

 

 
33 See for example http://go2cup.com.au/about/ and https://www.2gocup.ie/about 
34 https://stories.starbucks.com/press/2019/starbucks-uk-launches-first-ever-airport-reusable-cup-trial-at-gatwick-airport-in-
london/ 
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Signage and Cup Disposal 

Part of the policy design should consider appropriate cup disposal. Thus, the SUDC levy, through the Circular 

Economy Fund, should support the development of appropriate ‘binfrastructure’ signage as well as simple consistent 

labelling for the remaining SUDCs consumed in the market. This may be achieved through communication campaigns, 

and additional on-street waste collection infrastructure supports. There must also be an effort by retailers and local 

authorities to ensure that consumers understand how the product should be disposed of after its use, and to ensure 

appropriate facilities are made available in locations under their control. Extended producer responsibility may offer 

further support initiatives in this regard. Insights from behavioural science suggest that in order to encourage a 

behaviour, it needs to be made easy, attractive, social, and timely (see the EAST framework by the UK Behavioural 

Insights Team)35. Currently, correct disposal of one’s SUDCs is not easy in many situations. To help overcome the 

gap between recyclability and actually being recycled, behavioural science insights suggest that bins need to be a) 

provided in convenient locations b) be well-designed and c) be accompanied by signage that make it easy and attractive 

for people to dispose of their SUDCs correctly. The Circular Economy Fund and Circular Economy Programme 

which has the explicit goal to give effect to the national Circular Economy Strategy should be used in support of such 

interventions 

 

Absence of Waste Management Infrastructure 

Providing waste management infrastructure for all types of SUDCs in all types of location is difficult. Challenges have 

been made along these lines, for example, indicating that compostable cups cannot be composted at home. Whilst 

this may be the case for home composters, the nationwide roll-out of brown bin collections in Ireland should ensure 

that almost all householders can avail of an appropriate composting waste disposal option at their homes36. In terms 

of in-store options for composting and recyclable cups, these should be easy for retailers to provide for their specific 

cup type. Providing the on-street option for recycling and composting is more challenging. However, enhanced waste 

segregation and public bin facilities can be developed over time and indeed supported by resources from the Circular 

Economy Fund and other channels. However, on a broader note the RIA finds that these challenges strengthen the 

case for a single preferred disposable standard, which would in practice streamline the requisite collection and 

processing of the remaining SUDCs in Ireland.   

 

Reusable cup challenges 

Some arguments put forward against reusable cups include that they are expensive, bulky and can leak. On the cost 

of reusable cups, there are many high-quality reusable cups available in a range of €10 to €20. Some major chains and 

others have also launched heavily discounted branded versions. Nonetheless assuming a discount plus levy differential 

of 40c, average take-away consumption in Ireland could recoup this cost in a matter of months, before enjoying 

 
35 https://www.bi.team/publications/east-four-simple-ways-to-apply-behavioural-insights/ 

36 The potential for compostable cups in the brown bin, for processing at an industrial composting facility was checked with 
various providers and is documented at https://www.brownbinrescue.ie/what-goes-in-my-brown-bin/ 
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further savings. Alternatively, cup share models already provide an alternative to reusable cup purchase and carrying 

in certain locations. In regard to the bulkiness of cups, they are in effect as portable as any cup or mug, and there are 

also compact and collapsible versions. Nonetheless, for some carrying a cup may prove problematic for all trips. 

However, for routine trips e.g., in the car, walking out from the office, small adaptations would allow an individual to 

bring a reusable cup with them for specific purchase situations. Finally, in regard to suggestions that the cups can leak, 

this is true of all cups, however, many reusables are quite watertight with robust closing mechanisms. This is certainly 

not an engineering challenge which cannot be overcome.  

 

Communication Strategy – Salience and Framing 

The levy should be communicated explicitly. Research from behavioural economics suggests that consumers react to 

taxes differently depending on how those taxes are communicated. Consumers are inattentive to some types of 

incentives and consumers also underreact to taxes that are not salient (Chetty, Looney, & Kroft 2009). As such, in 

order to drive behavioural change towards less single-use disposable cup consumption, it will be important that the 

levy, its motivations, and its merits over time are explicitly communicated to consumers in a clear fashion.  

The price difference between single-use disposable cups and a reusable cup could be communicated as a levy or as a 

discount. Anticipated negative experiences (such as paying extra), have stronger effects on behaviour than anticipated 

positive experiences (such as getting a discount) of the same magnitude (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979). As such, 

shops should be mandated to clearly indicate the additional cost of the levy for SUDCs, as opposed to the discount 

for not choosing a single-use disposable cup.  

The communication strategy also has an important role to play in terms of the potential positive spill over effects and 

extensions of the levy. It will be important to conduct ongoing research in terms of levy impact, as well as to develop 

further research for those potential extensions and initiatives over time.  

The degree to which users will elect not to use a single-use disposable cup is an area to be monitored over time. It is, 

however, expected that the impact on reusable cup use will progress over time as individuals adapt patterns of 

behaviour to reduce ‘avoidable’ SUDC use. One of the expected actions would be a shift towards reusable cups 

amongst users for their more regular and routine beverage purchases. Studies considered in this RIA have clearly 

found that various packages of interventions (e.g., communication campaigns, charges on disposable cups, discounts 

on reusable cups and free reusable cups) can all enhance the use of reusable cups. 

As referenced when considering signage and waste infrastructure, the circular economy programmes is a facility within 

the CEA designed to support such interventions – this should be used in this context to support the communication 

strategy and promote education surrounding reusable and SUDC use.  
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Positive Behavioural Spill over 

A growing body of research has considered how to cultivate environmentally significant behavioural change (Baum 

and Gross, 2017), and research has shown that incentivised environmental behaviour can deliver positive spill over 

effects for other pro-environmental behaviours – in particular for low-cost behaviours (Lanzini and Thogersen, 2014).  

Communicating the levy as a pro-environmental policy intervention can serve as a high-profile entry point into the 

market for awareness building in relation to the waste associated with certain single use products. The levy can thus 

generate positive behavioural spill over effects (Dolan & Galizzi 2015) and increase the salience of the potentially 

environmentally harmful nature of other behaviours (such as high levels of waste, energy, and water consumption).  

Specifically, consumers can be educated with this high-profile intervention, on what happens to waste products 

contaminated with food and drink; how inappropriate waste segregation can contaminate whole waste streams, and 

the distinctions between compostable cups and easy recycle paper cups, and the merits of reusables over single use 

products. Coupled with additional Circular Economy Fund resources for waste segregation and collection, 

information campaigns and so forth, there is a considerable amount of positive environmental potential to realise. 

 

Hygiene Concerns 

Concerns have been raised by some with respect to hygiene where consumers pass their mugs to retailers for filling. 

Indeed, this was the counter used by the German Coffee Federation when challenging a proposed levy in Germany 

in 2015. However, given that many major retailers in Ireland have already offered a facility to use a reusable mug, this 

does not appear to be a substantive issue that cannot be overcome. Furthermore, with regard to hygiene and liability, 

the Food Safety Authority of Ireland has indicated that retailers are not responsible for a consumer’s own reusable 

mug. Due to COVID-19, many outlets decided to stop accepting reusable coffee cups, however, there was no 

obligation on them to do so. FSAI COVID guidance rules confirms that outlets were never prohibited from accepting 

reusable coffee cups. 

 

5.2 RIA Recommendation 

This RIA finds that the SUDC Levy would be, on balance, the best performing of the RIA interventions across each 

of the defined goals of the intervention. The SUDC Levy is expected to stimulate changes in demand and behaviour 

in order to deliver on each of the defined RIA goals. The hot beverage demand impacts may see some loss in 

consumption versus a business-as-usual scenario for hot beverage consumption, but market growth, innovation and 

behaviour change over the medium term would be expected to address this lost potential. Similarly, whilst there may 

be some effects on competition for retailers without in-house consumption facilities, there would already be a 

corresponding difference in overhead and scale for these different types of market operators. There is of course also 

a clear and unavoidable risk for indigenous SUDC producers - the stated goal is to reduce SUDC consumption. 
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However, consumption reduction is expected to be partial over the short and medium term, and new cup production 

opportunities will emerge. Furthermore, the anticipated increase in reusable cup use and potential innovation in that 

market (e.g., cup leasing models) can provide new types of market opportunities in this context.  

The SUP Directive will stimulate further change in regard to SUPs in Ireland. Comparable (e.g., cold drink cups) and 

broader (e.g., take-away food packaging) items will certainly be subject to review and consideration in the near future. 

At this point, and within the scope of the current RIA, this analysis finds that the introduction of the SUDC levy 

represents the most appropriate action to achieve the stated goals and will also serve as a high-profile entry point for 

strong nationally led action on single use plastic waste more generally into the future.  
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7 Glossary and Definitions 
CAP  Climate Action Plan 

CBI  Compliance Burden Impacts 

CompI  Competition Impacts 

ConsI  Consumer Impacts 

CRI  Citizen Rights Impacts 

DECC  Department of Environment, Climate and Communications 

EI  Environmental Impacts 

EPECOM  Expert Panel on Environmental Charging and Other Measures 

FSAI  Food Safety Authority of Ireland 

GHG  Greenhouse Gas 

HBD  Hot Beverage Retail Demand 

LCA  Lifecycle Assessment 

MCA  Multi-Criteria Analysis 

NCI  National Competitiveness Impacts 

NSEW  North-South/ East-West Relations Impacts 

PCF  Post-Consumer Fibre 

PCRRG  Paper Cups Recovery and Recycling Group 

PE   Polyethylene  

PET  Polyethylene Terephthalate 

PLA  Polylactide 

RCU   Reusable Cup Use 

RES  Resources generation for environmental initiatives and supporting actions 

RIA  Regulatory Impact Analysis (or Assessment) 

SDG  Sustainable Development Goals  
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SMART  Specific, Measurable, Accepted, Realistic, Time-Dependent 

SRW  Simplify Separation of Residual Waste 

SUD  SUCD Demand 

SUDC  Single Use Disposable Cup  

SUPD   Single Use Plastics Directive 

VGI  Vulnerable Group Impacts 
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8 Appendices 
 

8.1 Stakeholders and Surveys 

The RIA drew upon the results of two major independent national surveys and two DECC consultation programs. 

The first opened to the general public and the second targeted to key stakeholder groups. Summary details are below. 

 

Amárach 2018 National representative survey of 1000 adults in Ireland conducted in late 2017 

EnvEcon 2019  Nationally representative survey of 1001 adults in Ireland was completed in November 2019 

DECC 2019 Open public consultation relating to environmental levies in Ireland in November/December 2019 

DECC 2019 Targeted engagement exercise for key stakeholders and groups in November/December 2019 

 

8.2 Ring Fencing and the Circular Economy Fund 

The Circular Economy Fund is the direct successor to the Environment Fund and will remain ringfenced to provide 

support for environment and circular economy projects. Such funds are positive examples of the application of 

environmental taxation. The Fund is to be supported by levies on plastic bag use and the landfill of waste (EnvEcon, 

2008ab). These being two activities which environmental policy sought to discourage in Ireland relative to preferred 

(and plausible) alternative actions such as the use of a ‘bag for life’ and greater levels of waste reduction, reuse, and 

recycling. The Fund goes further though in so far as the revenues are reinvested in actions which seek to provide 

support for related environmental and circular economy objectives (e.g. education, communication, waste recovery, 

promotion of material efficiency). These investments and initiatives can then help to accelerate further progress. 

Internationally, the plastic bag tax (Convery et al., 2007, EnvEcon, 2008a), is often heralded as an exemplar of a well-

considered and well-executed form of environmental taxation. However, by design, the success of the levy in shifting 

behaviour will ultimately diminish the available resources in the Fund. Similarly, the landfill levy, motivated by 

incremental targets from the Landfill Directive, has seen a gradual decline in the levels of waste going to landfill, and 

a consequent fall in the contribution of the levy to the Fund. The proposed SUDC levy would be ring fenced for the 

Circular Economy Fund and would be expected to therefore support the required initiatives and investments to 

accelerate progress on the defined goals of the levy.  

 



 
 
 

 
 

64 | P a g e  
 

2022 RIA – Levy on Single Use Disposable Cups 

8.3 Circular Economy and Miscellaneous Provisions Act (2022) 

The Circular Economy and Miscellaneous Provisions Act is considered a landmark act and was signed into law in 

2022. Through a suite of measures aimed inter alia at incentivizing the use of recycled and reusable alternatives to 

SUP, the act aims to shift Ireland away from a its linear approaches to waste and in a more materially efficient direction. 

The Act builds on the government commitment to achieving a circular economy as set out in the 2020 waste action 

plan for circular economy and the 2021 whole of government circular economy strategy and at an international level, 

fits within the overall EU green deal which has circular economy at its heart.  The CEA defines Circular Economy in 

Law, incentivizes the use of reusable and recyclable alternatives, and redesigns the existing Environment Fund under 

the banner of a Circular Economy Fund. The act also aims to make Ireland one of the first countries in the world to 

eliminate the use of single use disposable coffee cups. This is to be achieved through an initial ban on in-store 

consumption of SUDCs, however the act provides for regulations allowing for a chargeable, leviable and payable levy 

on single use plastics and specifically SUDCs. The amount of the levy in this context is dependent on specific factors 

and is to be set based on what is deemed to be the best way of reducing use and waste of the single use plastic in 

question. The levy is however required to be at least 20c and no more than €1 for each unit and the levy is to be 

payable by the person who carries on the business of selling the goods. The Act also provides for restrictions on the 

supply of certain single use plastic items such as cups, containers, packaging, and bags. Such a ban would require a 6-

month phase in period and is only allowed where there is a suitable reusable alternative with a lower level of material 

wastage. In this context the proposed ban on sit-in SUDC’s is relevant based on the availability and ubiquity of reusable 

porcelain alternatives. 

 

8.4 Single Use Plastics Directive (SUPD) Summary 

The SUPD is structured in 19 articles and 7 annexes (A to G). Articles 1 through 3 provide the objectives, scope, and 

definitions for the Directive, whilst articles 12 through to 19 deal with standards, reporting, transposition, and more 

administrative aspects. The core of the Directive is contained within Articles 4 through to 11, whilst the seven annexes 

define certain groupings of products to which the specific Articles of the SUPD are to apply. For example, Part B of 

the annex defines those products (e.g., single use plastic plates and cutlery) to which Article 5 (i.e., restrictions on 

placing on the market) apply. The summary elements of the SUPD are that Member States are to:  

 

 Article 4 – Define and work towards consumption reduction for defined SUP products. 

 Article 5 – Prohibit the placement of certain SUP products on the market. 

 Article 6 – Ensure that certain SUP products adhere to newly defined design requirements. 

 Article 7 – Ensure the defined SUP products are marked clearly as plastics with clear disposal guidance. 
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 Article 8 – Ensure extended producer responsibility schemes are established for certain SUP products. 

 Article 9 – Implement measures to ensure the appropriate and separate collection for recycling of SUPs. 

 Article 10 – Conduct awareness-raising activities to inform and incentivise responsible consumer behaviour. 

 Article 11 – Ensure measures taken integrate with broader waste prevention and management goals.  

 

Below are also a number of excerpts taken from the Directive which highlight the broader ambitions in this context 

and the desire to see new actions and business models that operate in an integrated manner to reduce waste.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the first excerpt from Article 1, a clear focus on plastic products and their impact on the environment is noted, 

however there is also a strong statement on the transition to a circular economy and new business models for the 

future. The SUDC Levy appears consistent with these objectives. 

 

In the second excerpt below the Directive recognises the need for supporting measures, the relevance of suitable 

alternative materials, and the challenge of shifting consumption patterns. The SUDC Levy would ultimately seek to 

encourage disposable cup use towards a single preferred standard that can serve as a suitable alternative. In parallel 

the SUDC would work help to educate consumers on proper waste disposal, as well as incentivising changed 

consumption patterns that should reduce market consumption of single use disposable products more generally.  
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Finally, in the third excerpt below there is a clear statement on the preference to encourage disposable waste generation 

more generally, and to encourage re-usable alternatives where possible. Additionally, the approach of economic 

instruments (such as a levy) is recognised as viable measures to adopt in this context.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On review the RIA finds that the policy rationale for the SUDC Levy is consistent with, and indeed strengthened by, 

elements of the SUPD. It is recognised that disposable cups will still be required and requested in many circumstances. 

As such an element of the levy focuses on not only reducing the use of single-use disposable cups, but also 

incentivising the market to use and distribute a single preferred type of disposable cup in all cases where they are still 

requested or required. To this end the proposed SUDC recognises the need for a follow-up consultation with industry 

(e.g., manufacturers, retailers, and waste managers) to define that ‘preferred’ disposable cup standard for Ireland. 

Examples of options include a compostable standard in line with the EU standard EN I.S 13432, which would be 

processed via the composting bins, or indeed a 100% paper recyclable cup that can be processed via the dry recyclable 

waste stream. Both options offer various advantages and challenges, and both can be used as a safe drinking vessel.  

 

8.5 Life Cycle Assessment Equations 

The Hocking (1994) methodology for estimating the break-even point is applied by Ziada (2009) and Refiller (2013) 

and is based on the original 1994 study which assessed the energy use of Ceramic, plastic, glass, and polystyrene cups 

by estimating and comparing the efficiency of each type of cup. The study was criticised in that it failed to provide an 

estimate for the industry standard PE cup as the comparison, and it was thought to have underestimated the energy 

requirements of the other cups. What it did provide however was a methodology with which further LCA’s were 

carried out, i.e. The breakeven point:  

#𝑈𝑠𝑒𝑠  =
𝐸𝑛𝑒𝑟𝑔𝑦 𝑜𝑓 𝑅𝑒𝑢𝑠𝑎𝑏𝑙𝑒

𝐸𝑛𝑒𝑟𝑔𝑦 𝑜𝑓 𝑑𝑖𝑠𝑝𝑜𝑠𝑎𝑏𝑙𝑒 − 𝐸𝑛𝑒𝑟𝑔𝑦 𝑜𝑓 𝑤𝑎𝑠ℎ𝑖𝑛𝑔
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Ziada (2009) update the Hocking study using modern energy star dishwasher figures and energy estimates from 

Franklin (2006) and reapplied them to calculate the breakeven point in terms of energy use.  

An alternative approach to the Hocking methodology is the ECO indicator 99 methodology developed by Goedkoop 

and Spriensm (2001). This method is considered both scientifically sound and functional in that it expresses 

environmental burden as an aggregate of impact on carcinogens, respiratory organics and inorganics, climate change, 

radiation, ozone layer, ecotoxicity, acidification/eutrophication, land use, minerals, and fossil fuels.  

The meta summary carried out as part of the Life Cycle Initiative (UN Environment Programme, 2021) favour an 

International Organisation for Standardisation (ISO) approaches which defines LCA as a calculation and evaluation 

tool used to assess the environmentally relevant inputs and outputs and the potential environmental impacts of the 

life cycle of a product material or service (ISO, 2006). Key steps for carrying out LCA in this context include goal and 

scope definition, inventory analysis and impact assessment.  

 

8.6 Material Efficiency 

Global demand for engineering materials has quadrupled in the last 50 years, with further increases forecast in the 

coming 50. This demand cannot be met without applying unacceptable environmental stress (Allwood et al. 2010). 

Material efficiency involves the provision of the same level of material services for less production and processing and 

can be harnessed to reduce the total environmental impact of global production. While the recoverable materials in 

coffee cups are high volume, they are of low value, making the costs associated with transport and processing at sites 

unattractive. Similarly, fully compostable cups which may seem like a solution seldom make it to composting due to 

the lack of access to organic waste bins in public locations where on-the-go consumption is most common. 

Allwood et al. make four recommendations for reducing the carbon intensity of manufacturing: energy efficiency; 

yield improvements; increased recycling and decarbonization of the energy system. These should be accompanied by 

a commitment to reducing the throwaway culture that has been made possible by increased purchasing power and 

manifests itself in products with shorter lifespans, an unwillingness to repair damaged products and conspicuous over-

consumption.  By facilitating changes in manufacturing, supply and in attitudes so as to provide services using less 

materials, the throwaway culture can be stymied. In the context of consumption of coffee cups, material efficiency 

pertains to transitioning from the use of SUDCs regardless of recyclability toward reusable alternatives.  

8.7 Types of SUDC and their Characteristics 

The majority of SUDCs are made from high wet strength papers which are lined with polyethylene (PE) on the inside 

to waterproof the cup and allow the container to hold a hot beverage. The following are some of the disposable cups 

on the market.  
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1. Biodegradable SUDCs 

Biodegradable plastics can be broken down by microbes, and turned into biomass, water, and carbon dioxide 

(or in the absence of oxygen, methane rather than CO2). 

The Oxo-Biodegradable Plastics Federation (OBPF) has stated that oxo-biodegradable plastic is compatible 

with composting and recycling. Four composting facilities in Ireland self-reportedly have the capacity to 

process biodegradable articles as well. 

Biodegradable plastic articles have been critiqued as being neither environmentally friendly nor economically 

feasible for a number of reasons37. Rather, the term ‘biodegradable’ seems to create an inaccurate perception 

of the articles being environmentally friendly and may encourage inappropriate disposal or littering.   

 

2. Compostable SUDCs 

A subset of biodegradable plastics is compostable. Compostable cups are lined with a biopolymer instead of 

a PE lining so that they can be composted in an industrial composting facility under specific conditions. 

Plastic products can provide proof of their composability by successfully meeting the harmonised European 

standard, EN 13432 (Packaging), which requires compostable plastics to disintegrate after 12 weeks and 

completely biodegrade after six months. That implies that 90 percent or more of the plastic material should 

be converted to CO2. The remaining share is converted into water and biomass – i.e., compost38. If bioplastics 

have proven their composability according to international standards, they can be treated in industrial 

composting plants. There are 23 composting sites in Ireland as of now39. There is currently no international 

standard specifying the conditions for home composting of biodegradable plastics. 

In Ireland, some of the largest compostable packaging manufacturers are Zeus Packaging, Huhtamaki, and 

Down2Earth Materials. Both have partnerships with Vegware, a plant-based compostable foodservice 

packaging company in the UK. However, whilst the former states Vegware cups are ‘100% compostable in 

industrial composting’, the latter claims that all their products are compostable, and suitable for home 

composting if shredded before disposal. 

Public bins with a segregated section for compostable waste are largely absent in Ireland at present, and most 

of the compostable coffee cup waste ends up in general waste bins. Despite being seen as an environmentally 

friendly option, compostable SUDCs do little to mitigate the throwaway culture surrounding SUDCs. The 

European Commission’s 2019 Single Use Plastic Directive will continue to treat compostable cups as Single 

use plastics as opposed to alternatives or non-plastics.  

 
37 http://www.biodeg.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/eu-plastics-industry-advises-against-bio-based-plastic.pdf  
38 From https://www.european-bioplastics.org/faq-items/what-are-the-required-circumstances-for-a-compostable-product-to-
compost/ 
39 From http://www.cre.ie/web/composting-sites/. The capacity of the sites can be found at 
 https://www.epa.ie/nationalwastestatistics/infrastructure/  
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3. Recyclable SUDCs 

Plastics recycling faces problems in terms of low volume and limited resource reuse, alongside technical 

complexities. Particularly coffee cups, as although they can technically be recycled, they are not on the 

Recycling List in Ireland. A Zeus packaging initiative40 launched in in 2019, which ships cups to the UK for 

processing highlights the reality that recycling of coffee cups only occurs when it is economically feasible to 

do so. In order for the SUDCs to be recycled, they need to be directed into the correct waste stream. 

Achieving this at scale will present substantial challenges for a market of this size.  

 

8.8 SUDC and Litter 

In an international context, cups are commonly found in marine litter41, and are frequently included in the top ten 

items found in beach clean-ups42. The high degree of prevalence of plastic lids is also problematic. Surveys conducted 

by Irish Business Against Litter (IBAL43) show that while towns are, for the most part clean, natural facilities such as 

beaches and waterways are not. According to the group’s Litter Quantification Surveys, drink cups constitute over 

1.5% of all litter in Ireland. Estimates referenced by cup manufactures and environmental stakeholders in the 2019 

consultation ranged between 4,000 tonnes (based on just 200m cups used per annum) and 14,000 tonnes (based on 

730m cups annually) respectively. EPA’s national waste characterisation data reports that 2% of national non-

household kerbside waste is SUDCs. 

IBAL’s primary concern is for the protection of tourism and recreational assets as litter can have a profound effect 

on the quality of such attractions. Concern is also given to the impact marine litter has on the ability of plankton to 

sequester carbon. They find, that only 1 in 4 of the beaches surveyed could be deemed clean. Food wrappers, drinks 

bottles, cans and cigarette butts are the most common forms of litter. Coffee cups remained a significant litter item, 

present in half the areas surveyed. A Keep Britain Tidy44 survey finds similar results, and while SUDCs are not the 

most common type of litter, they are a highly visible article of use, and interventions to address their use can potentially 

have a positive behavioural spill over effect on reduction of litter from other single-use plastic items. The presence of 

such a visible article of litter begets further littering as social norms consciously or subconsciously may prompt 

littering. In that regard, encouraging the use of reusable cups, and supporting the appropriate separation and collection 

of disposable cups can work to reduce the visual disamenity associated with disposable cup waste and litter. 

 
40https://www.irishexaminer.com/breakingnews/ireland/irish-firm-launches-countrys-first-coffee-cup-recycling-scheme-
970940.html 
41https://researchrepository.ucd.ie/bitstream/10197/10356/2/Single-
use%20Items%20of%20Marine%20Litter%20FINAL.pdf  
42 https://oceanconservancy.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Final-2019-ICC-Report.pdf  
43 https://ibal.ie/only-16-of-coastal-areas-and-waterways-are-clean-according-to-litter-survey/ 
44 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmenvaud/657/657.pdf 
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8.9 Note on Market Growth 

Coffee shops and cafés have successfully developed the market in Ireland over recent years. Recent market research 

suggests that although retail prices had increased in Ireland from 2016, there has still been continued growth in 

independent coffee shops and sales, with a pre-COVID-19 continued expectation of sustained growth in outlets and 

market turnover out to 2021 (Allegra, 2015, Euromonitor, 2017, Board Bia, 2019). This had also been backed up by 

reported data from Retail Excellence Ireland, which similarly reported good short-term growth in ‘hot beverage’ sales. 

A World Coffee Portal Report from 2015 estimated that the total Irish coffee shop market in 2015 was at 502 outlets 

with annual turnover of €284 million and was outperforming the Irish retail sector with a sales growth of 14%. This 

growth was attributed to physical expansion by major chains such as Insomnia, Costa, and Starbucks as well as a 

growing number of independent outlets driving competition. The same report forecast that the Irish coffee shop retail 

market would reach 750 outlets and €610 million in turnover by 2020. In the branded sector alone, forecasts from 

2015 expected in excess of €360 million across 515 branded outlets by 2020 with outlets predicting 9.0% growth and 

revenue at 14.5% compound over the 5 years from 2015-2020. 

According to the Irish Independent on the 28th of May 2017, experts were predicting that the number of branded 

coffee shops would exceed 800 outlets and €600million in turnover by 2021. While the impacts of the pandemic did 

lead to reduced consumer spending in the sector in 2020, this rebounded beyond pre-pandemic levels in 2021 (Bord 

Bia, 2021) with expectations for further growth in the coming years. 

8.10 Summary Findings from EPECOM UK 

The Scottish Government has also investigated the options to tackle the dependence and environmental impact of 

single use disposable beverage cups in Scotland. The publications are available online45 and make a number of relevant 

observations and recommendations. Selected relevant findings are presented in bullet points below from their work.  

 Charges are more effective than discounts in reducing the use of single-use disposable beverage cups. 

 Clear messaging and social marketing tools can help boost the effect of a charge. 

 A minimum charge of £0.20 would be needed to change behaviour of 49% of the population. 

 Charges are unlikely to substantially affect hot drink sales where they are implemented in a cost-neutral way.  

 While charging is considered effective, the use of single-use disposable beverage cups is more resistant to 

behaviour change interventions than, for example, single-use carrier bags. 

 Innovation in disposable cup design is important to move to a position where they are more readily and 

widely recyclable and can be recycled through existing collection infrastructure. 

 
45 https://www.gov.scot/publications/report-expert-panel-environmental-charging-measures-epecom-recommendations-single-
use-disposable-beverage-cups-july-2019/pages/4/  
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 Ensuring clearer consumer messaging and labelling, to avoid confusion about recyclability of cups, especially 

those made of biodegradable or compostable materials, and signal desired behaviour is important. 

 The report noted the importance of building on future implementation of changes to packaging producer 

responsibility schemes to support further improvements in recyclability of cups and collection arrangements, 

including on the go recycling infrastructure. 

 Actions by some coffee retailers to expand in-store recycling infrastructure in tandem with a voluntary 

producer responsibility scheme to support sustainable collection arrangements were noted. However, it was 

concluded that this will have limited impact given the proportion of beverages sold on an on-the-go basis 

which will require off-site disposal. 

 The report noted estimates produced by the paper cup industry of the proportion of cups collected and 

recycled across the UK and future projections of recycling trends; and highlighted the need for robust 

Scotland-specific data. It concluded that pursuing recycling as the main or only focus of improving 

sustainability will provide limited impact. 

 The report found that it will take time to shift the on-the-go convenience culture and establish reuse as the 

social norm. Therefore, while preventive measures are key, it is important in the short term to increase 

accessibility and uptake of recycling options, where prevention or reuse is not yet possible. To effectively 

capture cups for recycling, consumers must have reasonable access to, and be inclined to use, suitable 

recycling facilities at the point their cup is ready for disposal. This is both an infrastructural and behavioural 

challenge. 

 As well as making single-use disposable beverage cups less desirable, the accessibility and convenience of 

reusable cups must also be improved as part of the paradigm shift towards a culture of sustainability. Uptake 

of reusable cups should be encouraged by promoting reuse at point of sale in commercial outlets, banning 

single-use disposable beverage cups in settings where this is feasible, and taking steps to increase availability 

of reusable cups. 

 

 

 

 

 


