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Best Practice or Bribery?

Charging Households for Waste Management
Barbara Herridge, Waste Watch

Notes made for and from a presentation given at the APSWG meeting on 20th October 2004 

Introduction - Waste Watch’s interest in the issue
Waste Watch’s interest in engaging in this issue is because of the role that variable charging and incentives could play in behavioural change.

Waste Watch worked with Eunomia Consulting to produce a report on the subject for the CIWM EB (Chartered Institution of Wastes Management Environmental Body) in 2003 - Waste Collection: to charge or not to charge. Waste Watch carried out interviews with portfolio holders and officers within a range of councils to assess their views about the system.

Waste Watch also carried out some work about 7 years ago on recycling on estates, which included some conclusions about the potential role for collective fiscal incentives to encourage behavioural change, (Estates based recycling in the UK, Waste Watch , 1997).

Additionally we were working in Lambeth when the GLA (Greater London Authority)  carried out a trial a couple of years ago – to look at the logistics of providing a £10 incentive to residents on a multiple occupancy estate with providing the same to residents in a ground level street. Participants were incentivised to recycle for a minimum number of weeks in the trial period.

Introduction - Waste Watch’s expertise
Waste Watch is a national charity promoting sustainable resource use. We campaign through policy development for all areas of society to reduce, reuse and recycle through projects and services in communication, education, information and research. 

Waste Watch does not employ economists and we have not carried out extensive research with a number of different local authorities prior to making this presentation. However, the purpose here is for us to present some of  the considerations and highlight some of the issues around variable and direct charging to stimulate the debate.

So my focus for this presentation is upon differential or variable rate charging as a means to achieving behavioural change.

(There is a recognition too that the revenue generation potential of direct charging and using that revenue for improving recycling services, is also a key driver for this debate. There is an excellent paper by Chris Coggins on the CIWM website, which outlines this in more detail, but this is not the focus of my presentation).

Definitions and types of scheme
Firstly it’s worth considering the definitions:

Direct charging = 

Directly charging for the provision of a service





The charge may be fixed 





It may or may not reflect the true costs of providing this service

Variable charging = 

One in which the cost of the service varies depending upon the quantity of waste disposed of. There are 2 types:





Pay by weight





Pay by volume

Charging schemes operate in a number of ways:

- Bin subscription

- Pay per bag

- Tag or sticker

- Weighing and billing

- Hybrid scheme

In the report for the CIWM EB, Eunomia uses the term DVR - differential and variable rate charging.

Incentives provide another alternative and can include redemption schemes like the one which is operational in Hyndburn. Here pupils in Hyndburn schools pledge that their household will recycle. Data is collected from chipped recycling boxes to record the recyclables tonnage collected from pledged households. Tonnage is linked to reward points which can be used as credits to ‘buy’ goods for the school. So, the more households making a pledge to recycle and the more material recycled, the more benefits that can be obtained by the local school.

Other incentive schemes include prize draws for residents who are proven recyclers.

A number of different approaches and other variations are also being trialled across the country - including the London borough of Barnet’s ‘compulsory’ recycling scheme, in which residents are told that they will be fined if they are seen to be putting recyclables in the refuse collection container. The scheme is targeting a limited number of recyclable materials - glass, tins and cans, paper and  magazines.

In Blaby, Leicestershire, a baseline refuse and recycling service is provided for ‘free’ (paid for in the Council tax) - which consists of a weekly collection of a 140 litre refuse bin and a fortnightly collection of a 140 litre recycling bin and pre-sort boxes. Residents can then pay extra if they want more than this. In other words they pay a ‘one off’ payment and an annual rental fee for an extra 140 litre waste bin, a 240 litre waste bin or a 360 litre waste bin. Residents can also pay extra for side waste bags and garden waste sacks or for a 240 litre garden waste bin.

Barriers and considerations to direct and variable charging
The main barrier to the introduction of direct or variable charging in the UK is to be found in part 2 of the Environmental Protection Act 1990. Section 45 of the Act makes it a duty of every Waste Collection Authority (WCA) to arrange for the collection of household waste, and states that no charge shall be made for the collection except in cases prescribed in regulations made by the Secretary of State. This duty is the main barrier to many types of variable charging scheme.

The WCA may reasonably require the householder to use specific and separate receptacles (Section 46 of the Act) for waste to be recycled or not and these receptacles can be provided free of charge, upon payment of a single or periodic payment, or by the resident and at their own expense. The WCA can specify the size of the containers, where they must be placed to be emptied and what can be put into each container.  This section of the Act is being used by a number of WCAs to charge for additional containers (garden waste for example) or to restrict and specify what residents do - as in the case of Blaby and Barnet.

Other considerations 

Any predictive modelling for behavioural change carries uncertainties and the decision on whether to introduce direct or variable charging or incentives is no exception. Historically our solutions for waste management issues were technological - at the bottom end of the waste hierarchy, landfill disposal for example does not rely on predicting the uncertainty of human behaviour. We have many years of experience looking at how much waste the average household generates; putting this in a landfill site is a technological solution to the problem. However, as we move up the hierarchy and we start to try to change peoples’ consumption habits and attitudes towards waste and resources our predictions become more intertwined with sociological issues - how will people react to a new recycling service? If we incentivise them, what will they do? If we charge people, at what level do we need to charge in order for it to be effective?

Making investment decisions for the design and build of new recycling facilities for example relies on our accurate predictions of these behavioural changes and the interplay of a range of factors leading to behavioural change.  Interestingly, recent research by NOP for the BIG Recycle shows that accessible infrastructure is still the crucial barrier which needs to be overcome in the public’s eyes. When asked ‘Which of the following would most encourage you to recycle more?’ Respondents  ranked ‘improvements in collection infrastructure’ (cited by 53%) high above financial incentives (16%) and penalties/fines (12%). 

Volume or weight based charging
This is one of the key considerations in the implementation of any new scheme.

Some work by the Danish EPA cited in the CIWM report Waste Collection: to charge or not to charge (carried out in 2000), showed that a weight based approach was the most effective at reducing the total amount of waste collected (residual and recyclables - paper, cardboard and glass) compared to a volume based system. However, the volume charging approach and the weight based approach produced roughly equal effects in their impact on recyclables tonnages. Interestingly however, the difference in weight amounts was not assumed to be attributable to changes in consumption habits. The following reasons were offered for the difference in the registered weight amount:

- Waste may be delivered at recycling stations (household waste recycling centres)

- Composting in private gardens may be higher than estimated in the study

- Waste may be burned in private fireplaces/stoves or oil containers and/or

- Waste may be dumped at lay-bys or parking lots

The Danish EPA project showed that living in a municipality with a weight-based collection system has positive effects on the users’ behaviour regarding sorting and recycling. However, according to the study, only part of the change in user-behaviour could be explained by these two changes.

According to the study the following factors have more significance:

- Citizens’ sense of duty of recycling

- The difficulties experienced with recycling and 

- The owning of a composting container for private use

The need to try to identify and isolate cause and effect relationships and the interplay of different factors is therefore key to developing effective systems.

Other considerations for pilot testing or when introducing a system
� Could we look at retailer involvement? The Danish study suggests that the introduction of charging didn’t impact upon purchasing behaviour; but what are the opportunities to link charging to producer responsibility? - particularly on packaging. Through a link - for example the opportunity for householders to leave packaging at the checkout, between producer responsibility legislation and DVR charging schemes householders would potentially feel less powerless to change things and one of the objections against DVR charging schemes, (i.e. that ‘I can’t do anything about the amount of waste I produce’) would be removed.

� If we start to introduce schemes across the country, one of the risks is that we have adjacent  authorities with different rates of charge and a potential impact on waste transfer and dumping. Flanders is trying to introduce consistent charging across adjacent authorities for this reason.

� Another consideration for variable charging is bill frequency. When I receive my water bill and see I’ve been charged £75 for using 41 cubic metres of water, I don’t receive any information about how I compare to the average, there is no information about what I used last year and the bill comes too infrequently for me to really consider how I could or should be changing my behaviour as a result. We need to look at the information we could provide to people as part of a programme and the frequency of the same.

� What is the role of household waste recycling centres in a charging scheme?  For a weight based service, do you just pay the same amount as you would if the material was collected from your home?

� Do we need to look at the impact of charging or incentives in areas where alternate weekly collections have been introduced and compare those to areas of existing weekly services? For example, if you pay extra in an area of alternate weekly refuse collections, could you have a weekly refuse collection service?

� Are there likely to be any regional differences in the response to direct charging? (recent work by a reprocessor suggests that there may be regional variation in peoples’ preference to either pay for a collection service or be rebated for doing more themselves). Might we want to link the rate of the charge to disposal prices in an area?

What practical support would be needed if DVR charging was introduced?

� Gaining political buy in from councillors and others and the help to do so is critical.

� Practical support and advice about fee collections - the best systems to use - potentially could this could be provided by WIP LASU or ROTATE?

� A website/centralised resource of case studies to which local authorities who were considering the introduction of such a system could refer.

� Updates on the progress of different systems trials.

� Data collection protocols to allow comparability between authorities.Research  - looking at the perceptions of the schemes by residents - we know that people across the board, over-estimate the cost of waste collection - in some MORI research for the ESA, more than 50% of those questioned, believed that the cost was over £100 per annum. Potentially this over-estimation is a positive if we are considering the introduction of schemes to charge people what it actually costs to provide the service.

� Should it be a fiscal penalty or an incentive?

� Work by Brooke Lyndhurst and MORI showed that 52% of those questioned said they strongly agreed or agree with the statement “people need a financial incentive to make them create less rubbish and recycle more”. But 

� Only 35% agreed or strongly agreed with the statement “it is fair to charge people according to the  amount of rubbish they produce”.
Comments and discussion points noted in relation to the above

- We are the only country in Europe to have legislation which prevents us from implementing charging, we are so far behind the thinking elsewhere. In terms of legislative changes to allow for charging, we just need to switch off clause 45 for the Environmental Protection Act 1990.

- Differential charging may be better - as we did with fuel duty - so the rate charged at recycling centres could be lower for example.

- Incentives to recycle - these may not encourage overall reduction and could potentially lead to contamination as people buy more recyclable items to generate more income.

- The panel was asked if government should centrally specify one system and whether something should be introduced in one fell swoop – e.g. a flat direct charge. From a Waste Watch perspective allowing individual WCAs to introduce things as they wished would be my recommendation. This would allow those local authorities who were already achieving good recycling rates to try something more and others to learn from their experience. The panel all agreed that DVR should only be introduced when a reliable, frequent and effective kerbside infrastructure is in place - over 50% of households have this now - so there should be scope now for some more work in this area. 

Dominic Hogg from Eunomia commented that he was concerned that proposals for an ‘across the board’ implementation of direct charging might consist of the introduction of a flat fee. He also said that if we charged for the true cost of waste collection this would only equate to 3% of an average band D council tax bill.

Geoff Mountain from PM Onboard commented that his company supplies 16,000 sensors per year. Within the last 5 years the accuracy of on board weighing systems on which most of the DVR charging schemes are based is now superb. As a company PM Onboard is growing at 50% per annum as countries introduce ‘pay as you throw’ schemes.

Current technology allows people to look at their weekly bill for refuse and recycling, to have it compared to last year’s figures and the average for their area, so data presentation and feedback to householders and council officers is now excellent too. The ability to provide this information overcomes the criticism made about infrequent billing and not showing sufficient information on the bill to compare the charge with about the previous periods’ fee.

In Dublin where they have had a direct charging system for 2 years, the scheme has led to approximately a 75% reduction in residual waste said Geoff, the choice for introduction was condensed to 18 months. Pensioners pay a fixed charge and the benefits are visible to all.

Considerations regarding direct charging from Blaby District Council

(The following information is taken from a presentation by Stephen Beard, Head of Environmental Health Services, Blaby District Council, given at the LARAC Conference 2004, (2nd – 3rd November, 2004) and is used with his kind permission.

About Blaby

Blaby is an English shire district in South West Leicestershire

37,444 houses, 91,000 residents

Cross party support for sustainable waste management 

Waste collection authority in a two tier structure

Low funding base (lowest SSA and £1 million under-funded – new formula grant)

A ‘weigh & pay’ system was considered by Blaby, using chipped boxes to bill householders for the weight of material actually produced. It was ruled out as a way forward on the following grounds:

Political - with council tax levels in excess of £1,000 for a typical band D property, the reduction due to separation of waste charges would go un-noticed, the additional billing would therefore be seen as a purely additional tax for what many people perceive to the only service they receive for their Council tax.

Economic

- Collection cost per household 


- £35 per year

- Disposal cost per household 


- £31 per year

- Total





- £66 per year  = 6.6p/kg

The costs of setting up the systems and administering individual itemised bills to every household would be disproportionate to the sums involved. Existing funding mechanisms in two tier structures would require major amendments.

Social - the concept of a charge to use a system for a service originally provided for public health reasons could provoke debate around ability to pay, human rights, social equality etc.

Technical - operationally it is very difficult to consistently link a bin to a property. An organised ‘bin swap’ by disaffected residents could quickly reduce the system to chaos. Billing post-delivery of service potentially gives poor debtor control.

Legal - not possible given the existing duty.

Environmental - residents choosing not to use the system would make additional vehicle trips to alternative disposal points necessary, dumping and abandonment of waste could occur.

Conclusions from Blaby

Providing an unlimited waste collection service within the Council tax is incompatible with sustainable waste practice and sustains a ‘throw away’ culture.

Restricting the quantity of waste collected for disposal increases recycling rates and participation.

Flexibility and readily accessible alternatives reduce public resistance.

Experience supports the conclusions of the Cabinet Office Strategy Unit (November 2002) findings - Key factors are Quality Services, Variable Charges and Information.

Public ‘culture’ and existing legislation in the UK precludes the early introduction of full ‘pay by use’ schemes.

Hybrid schemes charging for containers are legal and workable.

Charges do not have to be large to be effective deterrents.

Keeping track of bins would make ‘weigh and pay’ schemes unworkable.

Current legislation does not encourage variable charging schemes.

Billing can be considerably simplified.

The system used by Blaby

Here the Council introduced a scheme in 2000, which is working well, popular with the majority of residents and achieving real improvements.

Baseline service (paid for in the Council tax)

140 litre refuse bin emptied weekly

140 litre recycling bin and pre-sort boxes emptied fortnightly

Assistance is provided for the frail or disabled 

Optional extras

	Service
	Annual rental
	One-off payment
	Large households

	Extra 140 litre waste bin*
	£12
	£50
	£0

	240 litre waste bin*
	£12
	£50
	£0

	360 litre waste bin*
	£18
	£75
	£6

	240 litre garden waste bin
	£19.20
	N/A
	£19.20

	Side waste bag (pack of 3)*
	N/A
	£1.20
	£1.20

	Garden waste sack (pack of 3)
	N/A
	£1.50
	£1.50


* Charges to increase substantially from 01/01/05 to coincide with an expanded range of recycling options.

The charges are designed to deter use of the larger waste bins. Charges are not based on operational costs but are intended to provide a disincentive without being punitive.

The charges for garden waste collection are designed to substantially cover the costs of central composting and promote home composting and waste minimisation.

Impact

The results of the Blaby scheme are shown in the tables below, but in summary:

Blaby met its 2003/04 statutory 20% recycling target a year early

Increased participation in recycling

Increased use of banks etc

Only 8.3% have larger bins

Increased tonnage of waste recycled per house

Total waste per head has remained unchanged since 2001

The amount recycled has increased from 90kg to 140kg per household per year

	Waste
	Pre-2000
	Post-2000

	Average weight recycled via bin (kg/house/year)
	90
	140

	Total waste collected per year (tonnes)
	26,000
	29,0000


i.e. the average amount recycled per house per year has increased by 55%. Waste tonnages are also increasing though at a lower rate – i.e. from 26,000 tonnes per annum to 29,000 tonnes per annum which represents a 11.5% increase in waste arisings. However, the amount per head has remained unchanged since 2001. As a result Blaby’s Best Value Performance Indicator (BVPI) number 84 has shown the following progression over the last 3 years:

	BVPI 84
	2001/2
	2002/3
	2003/4

	Kgs waste collected per head
	353.1
	350.51
	353.25

	 
	 
	 
	 


Public satisfaction has also improved since the introduction of the new system – with both the refuse and recycling service:

	Public satisfaction
	2000
	2003

	Refuse service
	84% 
(bottom quartile)
	91%

(top quartile)

	Recycling service
	76%

(top quartile)
	85.5%

(top quartile)


In terms of uptake of the optional extra services, the following table shows the uptake of each:

	Uptake of optional services
	Total
	Annual rental (full price)
	Large households (>5 people)
	One off ‘lifetime’ payment

	240 litre waste bin
	2,524
	736
	1,652
	136

	360 litre waste bin
	442
	154
	242
	46

	Extra 140 litre waste bin
	154
	42
	104
	8

	Total larger bins
	3,120
	932
	1,998
	190

	Percentage with larger bin
	8.3
	2.5
	5.3
	0.5


Income generation

Total income from larger waste bins



£13,560 (2003/04)

Annual retail sales of side waste bags



£20,000 (50,000 sacks)

Total income from one-off payments 



£10,420

Total annual income from garden waste bags and bins

£127,000

All payments are accounted for separately

In summary the new system (a comprehensive and flexible recycling and composting service linked to DVR charging) has resulted in:

Increased yield = greater efficiency

Increased choice = public satisfaction

Increased income = better bottom line

Increased awareness = less waste

Factors for successful implementation

There are political risks with implementing any new service:

Refuse collection is the most important service (Audit Commission)

High levels of service are expected

Consumer society

If we don’t like it, we won’t be made to do it!

To reduce these risks and enable successful implementation, Blaby identified the following factors in making their system a success:

Market testing the proposed system with residents, listen to feedback and amend and improve as necessary. Know your customer!

Communicate, communicate and communicate. Explain, rationalise and sell the system.

Give feedback to residents on performance and value their contribution.

Plan implementation meticulously. Ensure quality of service.

Choose the correct time – avoid bad weather, elections, holiday periods etc.

Present a consistent and united front – fully brief all members and staff.

Recommendations from Blaby to make it easier

Secretary of State to make regulations under Section 45 of the EPA90, permitting WCAs to charge for domestic waste collection where they are providing a comprehensive kerbside recycling collection system to quality standards.

Councils should be able to separately identify and charge for additional optional services in with the annual Council tax bill to reduce costs by simplifying administration and the use of common payment and recovery systems.

Reward councils who put in the effort and achieve real and lasting change.

Further information

Contact Stephen Beard at 0116 2727550 or email sab@blaby.gov.uk
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