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Powered by citizen science data collected by 
communities and volunteers across the UK, 
this report uses irrefutable evidence from our 
largest dataset yet to expose the true scale of 
pollution across the nation. 

The data shows that plastic remains the most 
dominant type of pollution in the UK, no matter where 
you are – and of that, a significant amount originates 
from single-use packaging. 

We reveal the 2025 ‘Dirty Dozen’ – the top 12 polluting 
household brands, along with their international 
parent companies – who are driving the UK’s single-
use packaging pollution crisis. This time, we dive even 
deeper into the systemic problems the UK faces with 
plastic and packaging pollution, unearthing why such 
little progress has been made – despite decades of 
promises and a strong public mandate for change. 

Our investigations found that the Dirty Dozen have done 
next to nothing to tackle plastic and packaging pollution. 
Instead, they worked relentlessly to protect their profits 
by spinning greenwash lies, abandoning targets, and 
derailing the desperately needed legislation designed 
to tackle their pollution, all the while continuing to 

feed skyrocketing plastic production rates. At 
the same time, the UK Government has left them free 
to pollute without consequence.

Our data exposes the potential impact that policy 
delays, largely pushed by the biggest polluters, 
have had on plastic pollution rates in the UK – and 
the devastating impact on the ocean, wildlife and 
communities as a result.

Regardless of a decade of promises, pledges and self-
set targets to tackle the issue, our data is crystal clear: 
Polluting brands have done next to nothing to take 
real action to cut plastic production or switch to new 
circular models of reuse. Voluntary action to tackle 
the plastic pollution crisis is not working. We need the 
UK government to step up and act now.

What we’re calling for:

ExecutiveExecutive clean-up dataset yet!
SAS’s biggest

SummarySummary
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Toxic chemicalsToxic chemicals
Tackle the worst pollutingTackle the worst polluting

Single-use plasticssingle-use plastics

Legally binding targetsLegally binding targets

To cut plastic productionto cut plastic production
Creation of a world-leadingcreation of a World-leading

circular economyCircular economy

Took part in SAS’s Million 
Mile Clean programme 

during 2025.

People

158,706
They collected a staggering

72,594kg

of pollution cleans
covering beaches, rivers, 

parks, mountains and streets.

This audit reports on the data 
submitted from

2,549

Over 100,000 polluting items were

collected, counted and classified

accounted for 50% of plastic 

items recorded, an increase  
on previous years.

Cigarette butts,  
crisp & sweet packets and 
plastic fragments were 
the top 3 most common 
items found, accounting for 
31% of polluting items. 

single-use

Plastic packaging
was the most prevalent 

type of pollution  

found across the  

whole UK.

Plastic

Across the Dirty Dozen, self-
set targets have been un-met, 
delayed, diluted or simply 
dropped all together.

Nearly half of all pollution 
collected in 2025 could have 
been prevented, had DRS & 
EPR policies been in place.

The Dirty Dozen have played 
a key role in derailing 
or delaying the policy 

interventions that would have 
tackled the most polluting items.

These brands account for 
17,331 pieces of packaging 

pollution collectively. 

Just 12 household brands  
were responsible for over half  
of all branded packaging found. We call them...

‘The dirty Dozen’
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Evidence

The Surfers Against Sewage (SAS) Brand Audit is 
the output of our Million Mile Clean programme. 
This incredible citizen science initiative is 
powered by SAS volunteers who collect, record 
and report the branded pollution they uncover 
during a Million Mile Clean. 

During 2025, 6,818 volunteers submitted the data from 
their Million Mile Clean. Collectively, we use this data as 
evidence to shine a light on the scale of UK pollution, 
expose the biggest polluters, and hold them to 

account. This time, we expose both the brands and their 
parent companies responsible for the wave of single-use 
plastic packaging scouring the UK. 

Brand and items data 
The following report analyses the data on both polluting 
items and brand-level data that volunteers have reported. 
To date, citizen science data has already proven 
instrumental in shaping policy, informing legislation, and 
holding polluters to account. In the UK, Surfers Against 
Sewage remains one of the few organisations consistently 
publishing both item and brand-level data. 

The UK’s largest citizen science 
environment-clean dataset yet 
With SAS volunteers cleaning thousands of locations across 
the UK and recording data on nearly every single day of the 
year, the result is the UK’s biggest annual record of citizen 
science clean data – providing the most accurate snapshot 
of the pollution we’re facing today. 

People

Powered TrashBase

The Brand AuditThe Brand Audit
What is it?What is it?

*Trash Mob data was not included in the data analysis for this year.

Beaches (779)

Streets (678)

2,271 cleans

114 
cleans

108 cleans

41 cleans

Parks 

(626)

Rivers 

(137)

Other locations 

(329)
Trash Mob schools* 

(26)

Where did

we clean?

6 7

Data collected in school grounds through ‘Trash Mobs’ 
shows a similar trend to the rest of the UK, further 
evidencing that pollution is a symptom of the systemic 
overproduction of single-use plastic packaging, pushed 
onto consumers with little to no alternatives available.

Across 26 schools, volunteers found...

Plastic Pollution Plaguing the UK
Over the past few years, plastic has remained the most 
prevalent pollution recorded, found in more than 85% 

of cleans in 2025. Much of this is single-use plastic 
packaging which, out of all polluting items recorded, 
accounted for a total 50% of pollution found.  

The sheer scale of this pollution attributed to single-
use packaging directly reflects the current state of the 
UK; we’re quickly becoming one of the largest plastic 
consumers in the world, with UK households throwing away 
an estimated 1.7 billion items of plastic packaging every 
single week1. Plastic consumption and throwaway culture 
are out of control. The crisis is fuelled not by consumers, 
but by the fossil fuel industry expanding plastic production 
to keep their collapsing business model afloat. 

Plastic is simply fossil fuel in disguise – over 99% of plastic 
is made from oil and gas2. As governments began to crack 
down on carbon emissions, Big Oil and Big Plastic joined 
forces to secure their future. They’ve poured billions 

into new petrochemical plants and pushed increasing 
plastic production. Now one of the fastest-growing uses of 
fossil fuels, plastic production is set to overtake coal as the 
biggest driver of oil demand by 20303. 

Major consumer brands have become the public face of 
the big plastic expansion, pumping out endless single-use 
plastic packaging. These companies are not just profiting 
at the expense of planetary and human health, but they’re 
contributing to the rapidly rising tide of plastic pollution 
across the UK. It’s time to expose which brands are most 
responsible and hold them to account.  

Half of all 
plastic items 

recorded were  
single-use 

plastic. 

Mob

312185 90
Crisps & sweets 

packets

Plastic 

bottles

Plastic 

fragments
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The 2025 Dirty Dozen were responsible for over HALF 
(52%) of branded pollution found, accounting for 17,331 
pieces of pollution collectively in just one year.  

Nearly all of the 2025 Dirty Dozen are giant plastic 
polluters, producing plastic bottles and plastic food 
wrappers. Only #4 Red Bull, #6 Monster and #9 Stella 
Artois instead predominantly produce single-use 
aluminium drinks cans, which can still be lined with 
plastic and chemicals. 

McDonald’s also sell products in mixed-material 
packaging, including plastic. Despite the slight 
variances in materials, none of this pollution belongs 
in the environment, threatening ecosystem health. 

While some of the Dirty Dozen brands operate 
to their own rules, most are instead owned by 
a handful of powerful global corporations. 

These ‘parent’ companies operate internationally, and 
with disproportionate global influence, highlighting 
the systemic roots of the problem – as well as the 
need for coordinated global action (in addition to 
UK domestic legislation) if we are to truly resolve the 
plastic pollution crisis.

Same companies, same pollution. 
Unsurprisingly, it’s the same culprits once again. Year 
after year, we’re finding the same branded pollution 
swamping the UK. This is not the first time these 
brands and parent companies have been called out 
for polluting our environment. So, why are they still 
coming out top in our UK pollution rankings? 

Although 716 different brands were 
identified, just 12 parent companies 
were responsible for 65% of all 
branded items found.

Mondelēz International  |  2,586 items

Brands include: Cadbury, Maynards Bassets, Oreo

4

Red Bull GmbH  |  1,899 items5

Anheuser-Busch InBev  |  1,614 items

Brands include: Stella Artois, Budweiser, Corona

6

Heineken N.V.  |  1,012 items

Brands include: Heineken, Fosters, Amstel

7

Mars Incorporated  |  925 items

Brands include: Mars, Galaxy, M&Ms

8

Tesco PLC  |  856 items9

Suntory Holdings  |  855 items

Brands include: Lucozade

10

Haribo GmbH & Co. KG  |  768 items11

AG Barr plc  |  625 items

Brands include: Irn Bru, Boost, Rubicon

12

5,414 items

1

Brands include: Costa, Fanta, Sprite, Monster,  
Coca-Cola

2,613 items
3

The McDonald’s Corporation is only responsible 
for one brand, but volunteers still found enough 
pollution to make third place.

2,628 items

2
Forever Chasing  first  position

Brands include: Pepsi, Walkers, Rockstar, Doritos 

1899 items

1599 items

723 items
644 items

799 items
780 items

768 items

1153 items

#4

#6

#7 #8
#9

#11 #12

#10

#2

2,613 items

The 2025

RevealedDirty dozen

UK’s
Polluters

Exposing
The Top

The 2025

Revealed
Dirty dozen

#1

3,239 items

#3

2,311 items

#5

803 items

Polluting  
  parent 
companies?

Going up the power chain:

Who are the

Return To Offender 

Scan the QR code to take 
action against the UK’s top 
polluting brands:

https://www.sas.org.uk/plastic-pollution/our-plastic-pollution-campaigns/return-to-offender/
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a Dozen
Dirty Lies...

Missed targets,
delayed policy,

Dirty tricks

SystemA
Dirty

Over the past decade, many polluting brands, 
parent companies and supermarkets have 
publicly recognised growing environmental 
concerns over their plastic and carbon 
footprints, with many well-known names 
making ‘sustainability’ a core part of their 
marketing strategy. 

As part of this greenwashing approach, many have 
responded to consumer demands for sustainable 
practices by setting plastic reduction, reuse and 
recycled content targets. The setting of voluntary 
targets is an approach that has been driven on a global 
scale with the creation of powerful, programmes such 
as the ‘Global Commitment’ , an agreement launched 
in 2018 by the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (EMF) and 
the UN Environment Program, aiming to tackle plastic 
waste and promote a circular economy. 

Over 1,200 organisations have now signed on, 
including The Coca-Cola Company, PepsiCo, Nestlé 
and Mars Incorporated, and regularly report their 
data to EMF so that progress across the sector can be 
monitored effectively. Many of the Dirty Dozen or their 
parent companies are signatories.  

Finally having tangible goals with metrics in place 
proved an effective test as to whether brands and 
companies would deliver on their own without proper 
regulation... The results?

Polluters cannot self-regulate.

Our data and investigations 
show that all this effort, from 
multimillion-pound marketing to 
bold commitments and targets, 
was simply pure greenwashing 
at its finest.  

We investigated what the top polluting brands have 
really been up to over the past decade. Spoiler alert, 
it wasn’t innovative product design or circular 

economy transition. The truth is that brands have 
broken promises, missed their targets, and even gone 
as far as delaying vital legislation – all while raking in 
the profits and polluting the environment with endless 
single-use packaging. 

Not a single Dirty Dozen brand met all their 
2025 targets to tackle plastic pollution – 
and worse, many targets were abandoned 
completely, or simply just ignored. 

With no one really holding these brands to account, 
their pledges, commitments and 2025 targets have 
been nothing more than empty words on a page.  

Coca-Cola has been particularly vocal in setting ambitious 
commitments. And they’ve also led the way in greenwashing 
consumers, shifting the blame and polluting the environment – 
coming out as the #1 polluter for the 5th year running. 

From making misleading claims and attempting to redefine ‘Single-Use’ 
terminology4, to showing up in full force at the Global Plastic Treaty, Coca-
Cola really have been busy telling Dirty lies. Let’s expose them: 

In 2020, Coca-Cola pledged to reduce 
its use of virgin plastics, vowing 

to eliminate 3.3 million tons of the 

material “derived from non-renewable 
sources” from its supply chain by 2025.5

In 2022, Coca-Cola pledged to make 25% 

of its packaging reusable by 2030.5

In 2024, Coca-Cola ‘evolved’ their voluntary 
environmental goals:

“By 2035, aim to use 35% to 40% 

recycled material in primary packaging 
(plastic, glass and aluminium), including 

increasing recycled plastic use to 30% 

to 35% globally.”

Instead, they INCREASED 
virgin plastic use by 10% 
(between 2019 and 2024), resulting 
in 3,606,000 metric tons of plastic 

packaging being produced in 2024 alone.6 
And 3,239 polluting Coca-Cola items 
were found in our cleans in 2025 alone.

An admirable goal – but sadly this 
target was ABANDONED. Reusable 
packaging sat at a shameful 1.1% in 2024 

- (a 3% decrease on 2018).6

In 2024, they watered-down and even 
completely dropped some of their targets.7

Even after extending their timeframe and 
drastically watering down their target, 
they still didn’t meet their 
target, with post-consumer recycled 

content sitting at only 18% in 2024.6
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delayed policy,
Dirty tricks

Dirty Lies...
a Dozen

What they said...What they said...

What they said...What they said...

What they said...What they said...

What they did...What they did...

What they did...What they did...

What they did...What they did...

Dirty  Dozen  Top Spot since 
2019

Found in  
1 in 2 
cleans

3,239 
 

items 

recov
ered
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Found in  
1 in 3 
cleans

Dirty Dozen member since 
2019
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What they said...What they said...

What they said...What they said...

What they said...What they said...

What they did...What they did...

What they did...What they did...

What they did...What they did...

Cadburys have set no specific targets or measurements; their 
parent company Mondelez International do that. The only changes 
that have been made at Cadburys are recent and extremely narrow 
focused - for example, opting for 80% ISCC certified recycled 
plastic in only their 150g and larger bars14.  

Mondelēz’s three-part approach to sustainable packaging progress involves 
reducing and lightweighting its materials; designing its packaging for 
recyclability, phasing out ‘problematic’ materials and implementing plastic 
recyclate; and supporting a transition into pEPR schemes and other ‘effective’ 
policies by working with policymakers, investors, and other companies15. 

They said that by 2024, 100% of packaging 

will be made from renewable, recycled  

or certified sources and will be 
 fully recyclable or compostable10.

100% promised. 90.9% delivered.

In 2024, McDonald’s reported 90.93% of 
packaging met this target. The figure is further 

weakened by broad definitions of “certified” 
materials, which can include packaging with 
only 70% certified content, and sometimes 

even less sustainably sourced material.

Reduce the total packaging material 

used in customer and kitchen areas 

by 20% by 2030, compared with  
2023 levels.

McDonald’s have said that by 2027,  
all restaurant waste will be recycled, 

reused or composted, so none is sent 
to waste. The company says it is working 

towards a circular system where materials 
are kept in use rather than thrown away.

They are actively lobbying 
against reusable packaging.13,9 

Despite talking about “closing the loop”, 
McDonald’s has been a leading voice lobbying 

against reusable packaging policies. The company 
argues reuse would weaken its sustainability 

initiatives, while campaigners and academics say 
it would require major investment, infrastructure 

changes and a shift away from the current 
profitable single-use model.9

No data, no progress.

McDonald’s has not disclosed data showing 
progress against this target. While it briefly 

switched plastic hot drink lids to moulded fibre, 
the change was temporary - plastic lids are 

now back in use.

3. A
 D

ir
t
y S

ys
tem

McDonald’s approach to sustainable packaging is to switch from 
single-use plastics to alternative materials such as organic-based 
packaging (e.g. paper and moulded fibre). 

Where they use plastic, they aim for it to be from recycled material. Whilst 
they have trialled reuse schemes in other countries like France, this has been 
small scale and is yet to be rolled out more widely.  

The reality is that in recent years, McDonald’s have been aggressively lobbying 
against laws designed to reduce packaging waste through reuse, leading 
what’s been described as the largest-scale lobbying effort ever witnessed 
in the European Parliament. Using scientifically questionable, self-funded 
studies and promoting cherry-picked evidence, they put up a vicious fight 
against legislation that has the potential to significantly reduce packaging 
pollution and greenhouse gas emissions9. 

Found in  
1 in 5 
cleans

What they said...What they said...

What they said...What they said...

What they said...What they said...

What they did...What they did...

What they did...What they did...

What they did...What they did...

They promised a 25% reduction in  
virgin rigid plastic and 5% reduction  
in virgin plastic by 2025 (vs. 2020)15.

They promised to use 5% recycled  

plastic content by 202515.

They said that 98% or more  
of their packaging would be  

“designed to be” recyclable by 202515.

“Designed to be recyclable” 
isn’t the same as recyclable.

Mondelez tracks packaging “designed to 
be recyclable”, not packaging that is truly 
recyclable. In 2024, 96% met this design 
metric, but in reality, only 18% was actually 

recyclable, reusable or compostable (RRC) 

according to Ellen MacArthur Foundation data.

They’re on track to 
completely miss their target.

In 2024, post-consumer recycled content 
sat at just 1.6%16 - that’s a long way to go,  

to reach their target in one year!

Instead, they INCREASED  
virgin plastic.

Compared to their 2020 baseline, virgin rigid 
plastic use actually increased in both 2023 and 

2024. Overall virgin plastic increased in 2023, 
and although they reduced virgin plastic use in 
2024, they STILL missed their overall targets.
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Supermarkets are one of the biggest producers of single-use plastic 
packaging. But it’s often seen as ‘hidden waste’ due to mostly being 
captured in household waste streams, after which it piles up in landfill or 
gets incinerated – and by that point it’s out of sight, out of mind. However, 
some packaging still leaks into the environment as pollution - which is why 
UK Supermarkets have found their way into the Dirty Dozen rankings.  

2,363 
 

super
marke

t* 

items
 foun

d 

in 202
5

723  
items 

recovered

Dirty
 

Dozen 

memb
er 

since
 

2019

As the UK’s largest supermarket17, Tesco has made it into the 
Dirty Dozen every single year since our Brand Audit started. 

So, we dug into what they’re (not) doing to take responsibility and tackle  
the plastic crisis...

What they said...What they said...

They said where they can’t remove plastic 
packaging completely, their goal is to  
reduce it to an absolute minimum18.

What they did...What they did...

No actual target figures.  
No deadline.

This is the closest we could find to a reduction 
‘target’ – broad and vague. Disappointingly, 

Tesco had no real timebound Reduction 
target, or reuse/refill target, unlike some 
of their other competitive supermarket 

counterparts.
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What they said...What they said...

They said that 100% of their packaging would 
be fully recyclable by December 202518.

What they did
...

What they did
...

Missed their only 2025 target.

Only 87% of their “own brand” packaging is 
recyclable at kerbside in the UK19. 

Though they claim this stat is closer to 99% with 
in-store recycling, we’re not buying it. A recent 

investigation revealed that 70% of the soft plastic 
waste (returned by customers through Tesco and 

Sainsbury’s recycling take-back scheme) was 
scandalously burned, not recycled20. 

*Total number of items found during 2025 from Tesco, Asda, Lidl, Aldi,  Sainsburys, Morrisons and Co-op

Supermarkets too
Not just brands:
Supermarkets too
Not just brands:

UK supermarkets 

produce approximately 

29.8 billion pieces 

of avoidable plastic 

packaging every 

single year21.
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The results were more than shocking, 
showcasing a resounding failure across the 
Dirty Dozen to tackle the issue. They have 
done next to nothing to take action.  

Reuse/ Refill 
Even though moving to reuse models can provide 
an estimated >20% reduction in total annual plastic 
leakage to the ocean by 204024, for most brands, reuse 
is still not even a consideration. But, of the five who did 
set Reuse Targets, the outcomes were outrageous: 

	 The highest recorded refill rate across the board 
was a pitiful 1.1%, from Coca-Cola, which was 
in fact a 3% decrease from their 2018 rate – 
proving that progress on reuse has not only 
stalled, but is going backwards. 

	 Two parent companies (Mondelez and Mars) 
reported 0% reuse rates in 2024.  

	 Two parent companies (Coca-Cola and PepsiCo) 
abandoned their targets altogether.   

	 Even worse, McDonald’s has been aggressively 
lobbying against reuse13, 9 and plastic policies in 
the UK25. 

Plastic Reduction 
Of the five who actually set Reduction Targets:  

	 Two parent companies (Coca-Cola and Mars) 
actually INCREASED virgin plastic use in 2024, 
rather than working towards their targets.  

	 PepsiCo and Mondelez were the only companies 
who met their targets, with Mondelez achieving 
a 5% reduction (from 2020 baseline). However, 
PepsiCo only met their target after setting 
themselves a new, watered-down goal. And in 
fact, PepsiCo actually had a 5.57% INCREASE 
in virgin plastic use in 2023 from their 2020 
baseline, cancelling out any reductions made. 

	 And the last, McDonald’s, has no reported data 
available to track progress (or lack thereof).     

Recycling and Recycled Content 
For nearly all brands and parent companies, the focus 
remains predominantly on recyclability, even where 
recycling capacities don’t yet exist. Despite this being 
the area with the most regulations and reporting, 
there are still lots of missed targets and obfuscated 
metrics. In true greenwashing style, Brands prefer to 
track ‘designed for recycling’, as opposed to actual 
recyclability of packaging, allowing them to claim 
progress while ignoring whether products can actually 
be recycled or not. 

With limited and inconsistent recycling infrastructure 
in the UK, this results in huge disparities between 
metrics. One example being with flexible plastics, 
in which many brands have made their packaging 
‘recyclable at supermarkets’ and petitioned for 
Kerbside recycling (due to launch in 2027). But 
unfortunately, the capacity to recycle flexible plastics 
in the UK remains very limited and, without significant 
funding, is predicted to collapse under the sheer 
volumes being produced26.  

Taking responsibility for pollution 
When we dig into the extent to which brands are 
(not) taking responsibility for their packaging, their 
messaging remains largely unchanged. Brands 
repeatedly suggest the focus should be on consumers, 
third sector organisations, and local authorities to deal 
with the issue25. There is very little consideration of the 
harm caused by materials used or of their packaging 
when it leaks into the environment. Most still consider 
simply sticking a ‘recycle-me’ label on their packaging 
as job done.  

So, whilst their branding, websites and adverts may 
look like these companies care about tackling their 
plastic and packaging problems, it’s important not 
to be fooled. And after unpacking the promises and 
exposing the lies, it’s crystal clear that the Dirty 
Dozen have no real ambition or willingness to take any 
genuine responsibility in tackling the issue. They must 
be held to account. 
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Failure left, 
right and centre 

Commitment Plastic  
Reduction

Reuse /  
Refill

Recycled  
Material Use

Recyclable 
Packaging

Pollution 
Responsibility

Parent Company 
These organisations have signed the New Plastics Economy Global Commitment, led by the Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation and report plastic packaging metrics.

The Coca-Cola Company
They lowered, pushed back and abandoned any progressive 
targets in 2024 – and still did not meet any of their goals.

Mondelēz International (Parent company of Cadbury) 
They may have reduced virgin plastic by 5%, but with 0% 
reuse and only 18% of packaging RRC, they are still far from 
making progress at the speed required to tackle the issue.

PepsiCo (parent company of Pepsi and Walkers) 
PepsiCo abandoned and watered-down targets in pure 
greenwashing fashion. Quality and credibility of their 
approach was rated ‘very poor’ by The Corporate Climate 
Responsibility Monitor 2025.

ABinBev (parent company of Stella Artois) 
Lots of great strategy goals but, with only one timebound 
target, they have no clear plans to achieving genuine 
progress. It’s simply greenwashed words on paper to look 
good to consumers. 

Mars Incorporated
Mars talk a big game, but their focus is still on recyclability. 
With a flatlined reuse rate of 0%, they’re literally going 
backwards on reducing virgin plastics, INCREASING use.

Parent Company These companies own or operate multiple consumer brands, but are not signatories to the global commitment.

Suntory Holdings (parent company of Lucozade) 
Suntory’s priority is to ‘accelerate circularity’, but their 
consideration of circularity does not pass beyond recycling.

McDonald’s
Leading the lobbying against reuse. Very little data to track 
their progress - but plenty of greenwashing claims & tactics!

Brand* These are product brands rather than corporate parent companies.

Red Bull
Red Bull are not taking any real responsibility for getting 
their cans into the recycling system or championing a 
circular economy.

Walkers 
No targets, no ambition - Sort it out.

Monster
Monster don’t have a clear plan on what to do about the 
issue. They should be advocating for better systems to 
recapture their cans and address littering.

Haribo
They state general aims but have absolutely no real targets 
or data to track progress. It’s time they step up and take 
some responsibility.

Tesco
Only one real target set focusing on downstream measures. 
It’s clear they won’t step up, unless the UK Government 
force them to. 

Backtracked on commitment

Failed to deliver

Where’s the plan?

Delivered (with caveats)

guide to iconsGuide to icons

https://www.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/global-commitment-2025/overview
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A policy that makes producers 

(brands and manufacturers) 

responsible for the full cost of 

managing their packaging waste.

In short, EPR pushes companies to 
use less packaging, improve product 

design, and make packaging more 
easily recyclable. 

It’s designed to tackle...

A system where you pay a small 

deposit when you buy a drink in a 

plastic bottle or metal can, and 

get that money back when you 

return the empty container. 

In short, DRS encourages people to 
return bottles and cans so they are 
recycled instead of thrown away. 

It’s designed to tackle...

Deposit Return Schemes (DRS) and Extended 

Producer Responsibility (EPR), working together, 
are the solutions designed to tackle pollution by 
reducing single-use packaging waste, improving 

recycling rates, and preventing litter from leaking into 
the environment. They aren’t radical ideas, they’re 
proven, practical tools already working across 
Europe. 

With all the 2025 Dirty Dozen brands being 
producers of food and drink packaging, 
most of their products should be covered 
by either DRS or a type of packaging EPR, 
called pEPR. 

Six of the twelve brands are primarily beverage 
companies, producing plastic bottles, aluminium 
cans and glass bottles, meaning that approximately 
anywhere up to 50% of the Dirty Dozen’s pollution 
could have been prevented from entering the 
environment if an all-in DRS (that includes glass) was 
in place, rather than being consistently delayed.

We can’t wait any longer. Pollution will keep pouring 
into the environment until DRS goes live. So, why has 
it taken the UK so long to implement these policies? 
Because polluting brands have spent years lobbying 
for delay - and the UK government has listened.

bottles & cans other packaging
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Packaging is
collected & recycled

Recycled
where possible

Other waste 
managed

Consumer buys
Pays a small deposit

Consumer returns
Receives deposit back

Product Packaging
designed & created

Hard to recycle
materials

Producer pays 
a larger fee

Easy to recycle
materials

Producer pays 
a smaller fee

Fees
invested
Better waste 
management

Co
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Product

...and Why do  
   they matter?

Low recycling rates of 
single-use drinks containers

Waste from ‘on-the-go’ 
consumption

Deposit return sche
me?Deposit return sche
me?

Extended producerExtended Producer

Responsibility?Responsibility?

What is theWhat is the
What isWhat is

Littering of bottles & cans Excessive single-use packaging

hard-to-recycle packaging

The cost burden on tax payers  
& local authorities
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Our brand audits reveal an 
alarming truth: too many bottles and 
cans continue to pollute our environment 
when they could easily be recycled. It’s 
a clear signal that we urgently need a 
Deposit Return Scheme to move towards 
a true zero-waste future.”

Peter Hoyland - Community Lead  
Plastic Free Exmoor.

Brands Policy &Derailing
Legislation

what are they...

DRS & EPRDRS & EPR
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To maintain the status quo and protect 
their profits, the Dirty Dozen have relied 
on two parallel strategies. Publicly, 
they’ve deployed well-polished greenwashing 
narratives promoting recycling solutions. 
Meanwhile, privately, they’ve engaged in 
lobbying to block, delay and weaken the 
policies that would otherwise successfully 
reduce plastic pollution. 

Lobbying is a legitimate part of UK democracy, but 
limited transparency and regulatory loopholes allow 
powerful sectors to exert disproportionate influence. 
In recent years, brands that produce plastic packaging 
have become particularly active lobbyists. And the 
2025 Dirty Dozen were found to be privately lobbying 
against policies they publicly claim to support, directly 
contradicting their sustainability commitments and 
exposing their own hypocrisy. 

Rather than acting alone, brands often work through 
multi-stakeholder groups (e.g. trade associations, 
industry coalitions and collaboration initiatives). 
While on the surface, these groups appear to work 
collaboratively to tackle plastic and packaging 
pollution across the sector, they can also act as smoke 
and mirrors - enabling brands to pool influence while 
maintaining their ‘green’ public image.  

In recent years, the Dirty Dozen – through various 
associations – have repeatedly lobbied against 
stronger plastic regulations, notably including Extended 
Producer Responsibility (pEPR), Deposit Return 
Schemes (DRS), plastic taxes and reuse mandates. The 
result has been years of stalled progress and watered-
down ambition. And mounting pollution. 

The following association table depicts which brands 
are involved in different multi-stakeholder groups.  
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Powerful
Lobbying

Powerful
Lobbying

Group Brand*  

A Circular Economy for flexible packaging 
(CEFLEX)
Active in shaping policy debates. Advocates recycling 
system expansion rather than material reduction bans.

British Retail Consortium
Play active UK lobbying role.

British Soft Drinks Association (BSDA)
Clear UK lobbying role - pushed for changes to DRS 
design and delayed implementation timelines.

Consumer Goods Forum
Active in shaping policy debates.

Food and Drink Federation (UK)
Play active UK lobbying role

Industry Council for Packaging and the 
Environment (INCPEN)
Play active UK lobbying role

Paper Cup and RRG
Active in shaping policy debates.Advocates 
infrastructure solutions instead of reduction measures.

In recent years, the Dirty Dozen  

– through various associations –  

have repeatedly lobbied against  

stronger plastic regulations,  

EPR, DRS, plastic taxes and  

reuse mandates.
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Environment Act  
establishes legal basis 

for pEPR & DRS in 
England, Wales, NI. 

23The People Vs. Plastic Exposing the UK’s Top Plastic Polluters

pEPR producer 
payments begin 

(Oct 2025). 

DRS and pEPR policies were first being 
seriously considered in 2016, at which point 
all the main associations (including the 
Food and Drink Federations, British Retail 
Consortium, Industry Council for Packaging 
and the Environment and British Soft Drinks 
Association – which collectively represent 
10 of the Dirty Dozen) strongly opposed the 
policies, pushing for delays and advocating to 
maintain the status quo.  

Lobbyists successfully lowered pEPR fees and a £1.7bn 
packaging tax was deferred27. Following monthly 
meetings with lobbyists, from which Environmental 
Organisations were excluded, the UK Government 
announced the pEPR scheme would be delayed  
a year27.    

DRS is still not yet live in the UK, 

after being subject to multiple delays, 

and is not due rollout until 2027.

But the British Retail Consortium – which includes 
Tesco – are using Wales’s commitment to keeping 
glass in their system as reason to lobby for yet more 
delays28. Despite the lobbying, Tesco and Coca-Cola 
have representatives sitting on the board of UK DMO, 
to facilitate DRS in England, Scotland, and Northern 
Ireland. And so, their activities warrant particular 
scrutiny to ensure the scheme doesn’t get delayed 
again. As track records show, government promises 
can be broken under any ounce of pressure from 
industry lobbyists. 

But with every second costing the earth, we – and 
wildlife - can’t afford any further delays. The effects of 
sustained lobbying from the Dirty Dozen have so far 
contributed to delays to each piece of legislation. As a 
result, pEPR is at least one year later than scheduled 
and DRS in Scotland was delayed by at least four years. 

In recent years, many brands appear to have changed 
their tune. On the surface, they now all publicly agree with 
and advocate for EPR and DRS. But in reality, they remain 
critical and continue to push for diluted ambition with only 
incremental changes at best.

What pollution could 
have been avoided if 
DRS & EPR were live?

What this looks  
  like in numbers...

Timeline of key DRS & pEPR 
milestones and delays
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Delay, delay,
delay

Delay, delay,
delay

Packaging reform 
and early DRS policy 
development begins 

(Scotland leads early). 

UK DRS 
expected  
to launch

UK Government 
announces intention 
for a national DRS. 

20272025 20262024202320212018 2019-20202016

Launched!

items of polluting waste 

could have been covered  

by active pePR policies in  

2025 alone - that’s 32%!

Across all polluting 

items recorded by  

volunteers,

33,781

items could have been  

covered by drs (20%).

and

21,094

Of single-use packaging  

found would have been 

covered by pEPR.

Of single-use packaging 

found would have been 

covered by DRS.

80%

50%

UK delays DRS further 
and confirms UK wide 

DRS launch in Oct 2027 
as three interoperable 

national schemes. 

Delayed!

Scotland legislates for 
DRS and sets early 
launch dates (later 

delayed). 

pEPR delayed from 
2024 to Oct 2025. 

Scotland’s DRS 
paused. 

Delayed!

Wales get exemption to include glass in a UK-first ‘All-in DRS’ due to begin in 2027. 
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Watering-down
policies

DRS and EPR could both be significantly 
strengthened, by shifting their focus from 
downstream waste management to upstream 
plastic reduction. The recent move of the 
brands’ language to approving pEPR, and to 
a lesser extent DRS, appears to be focused on 
a desire to control the conversation around 
implementation, to continue advocating for 
weaker and more flexible regulations, and 
to avoid the radical systems changes that  
are required. 

While pEPR aims to incentivise producers to design 
more sustainable products, evidence suggests 
that without complementary measures - such as 
mandatory recycled content targets, higher fees 
for virgin plastic, or outright bans on problematic 
packaging - it has a limited impact on reducing overall 
plastic production29. 

Similarly, DRS schemes are highly effective at 
increasing collection rates, but their ability to drive 
systemic change is weakened when producer fees are 
not differentiated by environmental impact, allowing 
companies to continue using hard-to-recycle plastics 
with minimal financial penalty47.

Industry lobbyists have repeatedly opposed such 
reforms, advocating for recycling-focused solutions 
rather than production limits, despite strong evidence 
that recycling alone cannot address plastic pollution 
at scale. 

Strengthening pEPR and DRS would therefore require 
isolating policy-making from industry influence, 
increasing transparency around lobbying, and 
prioritising legally binding measures that reduce 
plastic use at source rather than relying predominantly 
on voluntary commitments or end-of-life solutions. 

Big brands on a global stage 
The 2025 Dirty Dozen’s bad behaviour wasn’t limited 
to the UK alone – they’ve been playing big dirty games 
on a global scale too. As governments attempted to 
negotiate a Global Plastics Treaty, a crucial opportunity 
to turn off the plastic tap at source and turn the tide 
on pollution, the pro-plastic industry made sure their 
voice was heard. And they showed up in full force.  

At the most recent negotiations, INC5.2 in August 
2025, a record-breaking number of 234 pro-plastic, 
fossil fuel and chemical industry lobbyists flooded 
the talks, outnumbering scientists four to one and 
pushing back against production caps, reuse targets 
and binding rules. Amongst them were at least six 
Dirty Dozen brands*. All publicly “supporting action” 
yet privately working to weaken it.  

“Translating commitments to reduce plastic pollution into concrete action.”

“... supporting the development of an ambitious,  
effective and legally binding UN treaty to end plastic pollution”

“Advancing a circular economy for plastic”

Following INC5, the Business Coalition issued a 
statement reaffirming its commitment to “sustainable 
levels of production” and a treaty “based on global 
rules across the full lifecycle of plastics”31. While 
this might suggest genuine support for strong plastic 

regulation, these commitments are not as bold as they 
sound. They’re instead rooted in an approach that 
relies on enhanced recycling and on targeting “short-
lived” plastics with “high-leakage rates”, rather 
than with outright reductions in single-use plastics30.

Research demonstrated that GPAP (along with AEPW) 
are key components of a hedging strategy, designed 
to undermine stricter regulations and petition for a 
weak treaty that focuses on individual responsibility 
and ‘recyclability’. 

They claim to advance a circular economy for plastics, 
but instead often serve to protect existing business 
models under the guise of sustainability30.

Arguably the worst of the bunch, the Alliance to End 
Plastic Waste (AEPW) consists mostly of plastics 
producers and petrochemical companies, including 
ExxonMobil and Dow. 

They strongly opposed mandatory production caps, 
upstream measures and strong lifecycle obligations 
– which are all vital to an ambitious treaty.  

Which coalitions have  

   dirty brands  hiding in them? 

*From Brand Audits since 2023
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Watering-down
policies

Surfers Against Sewage protesting outside the UN, 
during the 2025 INC.5 negotiations, demanding that: 
UK government’s global ambitious speeches become 
legitimate action at home, and that the ocean and 
communities – not dirty brand profits – are put first.
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The polluter’s lobbying has successfully bought themselves more time.  
Time to keep producing. Time to keep polluting. Time to keep profiting. 

Saving money on DRS delay 
DRS and pEPR are supposed to work together in tandem. 
Although pEPR finally launched in 2025, DRS is still not 
due to go live until October 2027. As long as DRS is 
delayed, not only is plastic left to pollute the environment, 
but there’s also a policy gap – conveniently creating a 
temporary loophole for many of the Dirty Dozen... 

The policy gap and fee loophole explained: 

Without a DRS in place, DRS‑eligible drinks 
containers (plastic/aluminium/steel bottles and 
cans) are currently ending up in household waste 
streams – and therefore should be subject to  
pEPR fees. 

Where pEPR fees on drinks containers currently 
should apply, the government has chosen to  
exempt them from pEPR disposal fees until the 
DRS scheme is live. 

Consequently, brands producing high volumes 
of PET bottles and aluminium cans are currently 
not paying any fees on these products, meaning 
many of the Dirty Dozen are still getting away with 
profiting from pollution. 

The government’s decision to create this pay gap 
was to ‘avoid double charging’. But with most 
plastic bottles and drinks cans being single-use, 
we highly doubt this would be an issue. Single-use 
drinks containers used today are more likely to 
end up in the environment or landfill, rather than 
be reused and finally captured by DRS in 2027. It 
sounds to us more like a lack of political will – with 
the government letting polluters win, once again. 

Who’s benefiting the most?  
As big beverage producers, Coca-Cola, Pepsi, Red 
Bull, Monster and Lucozade are benefiting the most 
from the policy pay gap, exempt from paying fees. 
Tesco, McDonald’s and Stella Artois have products 
in mixed packaging, meaning they benefit from the 
loophole with some items, which may be DRS-eligible, 
but much of their packaging is now liable under pEPR.

Meanwhile, the profits poured in.
While communities pay the price of plastic pollution, 
the Dirty Dozen continue to pocket the profits.

in 2024 alone, brands* in  
the Dirty Dozen amassed  
an eye-watering £30 billion  
in profit.

time to keep
Profiting

Time to keep
Profiting

* Some figures taken from parent 
companies, where individual brand 
data was not available.

brands producing 
high volumes of PET 
bottles and aluminium 
cans are currently 
not paying any fees  
on these products
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The picturebig

Whilst this report hones in on the top polluters 
– those most responsible for the single-use 
packaging that continues to pervasively 
pollute the environment – our volunteers also 
collected data on all the different types of 
pollution found. 

We dove into the data which revealed some interesting 
patterns across the UK...

a wave of
Plastic pollution

NorthernNorthern

WalesWales

ScotlandScotland

englandEngland

IrelandIreland

Northern Ireland’s 
Dirty Dozen additions:

#6 WKD	 (30)

#7 Budweiser (30)

Scotland’s 
Dirty Dozen additions:

#4 Desperado (190)

#8 Irn Bru (83)

England’s Dirty Dozen 
additions:

#12 Costa (566)

Sotla
nd’s 

 

weirde
st fi

nd...

Wales’s  

weirdest find...

Northern Ireland’s  weirdest find...

Wales’s Dirty Dozen 
additions:

#5 Nestlé	  (48)

#11 Budweiser (31)

Northern Ireland’s top 3 items:

1. Nurdles (301)

2. Can (drink) (275)

3. Crisp / Sweet Packet (179)

Scotland’s top 3 items:

1. Plastic (other) (1,238)

2. Crisp / sweet packet (582)

3. Cigarette butt (550)

England’s top 3 items:

1. Cigarette butt (12,460)

2. Crisp / sweet packet (8,487)

3. Plastic fragments (8,084)

Wales’s top 3 items:

1. Plastic (other) (782)

2. Plastic fragments (459)

3. Crisp / sweet packet (452)

a wave of
Plastic pollution

#1

#1

#1

#2

#2

#2

#3

#3

#3

147 items

92 items

435 items

73 items

89 items

284 items

79 items

90 items

349 items

#1

2,636 items

#2

2,057
 item

s

#3

1,870 items

england’s  weirdest find...

A Bee Gees  
vinyl single

Huge amount of 

cans (particularly  

Irn Bru)

The side of a  
Wendy house

A miniature  vending machine
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The mostThe most
Polluting itemsPolluting items

In 2025, Cigarette Butts were the most 
polluting items found in terms of quantity, 
with 13,358 butts collected. 

This reflects the fact that cigarette butts remain the 
most discarded piece of waste globally, with trillions 
improperly disposed of each year. Composed of non-
biodegradable cellulose acetate, which is a form of 
plastic, cigarette butts can persist in the environment 
for decades. They leach toxic substances into waterways 
and soil, causing irreversible environmental damage.

Plastic Free Exmouth are an awarded Plastic Free 
Community in Devon, who are working tirelessly 
to protect their local beach from harmful plastic 
pollution – such as cigarette butts. 

Current policies fail to hold tobacco companies 
accountable for the environmental consequences 
of their products, and public awareness about the 
impacts of cigarette litter remains insufficient. SAS 
support demands for producers to take responsibility 
for products through the whole life-cycle with stronger 
ERP and tougher regulations around product design.
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Pollution sp
otlightPollution sp
otlight

Cigarette 
  Butts 
Cigarette 
  Butts

In the first nine months of 2025, 
we collected over 1.2 tonnes of rubbish 
on our Sunday morning beach cleans. We 
find a huge number of cigarette butts. 
Our Cigarette Butt Campaign has seen 
four Cigarette Butt ‘Ballot’ Bins installed 
already at key locations in the Town. This 
is an ongoing campaign.” 

Jill Gathercole, Plastic Free Exmouth 

Volunteers found a 

staggering 104,341 

items during 2025. 

The top 12 most  
prevalent items  
came out as...

Overall, Plastic was 

the most prevalent 

type of pollution 

found, accounting 

for  almost half of 

all pollution found
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Fishing Gear

It’s no surprise that plastic fragments came out in the 
top 3 most polluting items in 2025, given that plastic 
has been pouring into the ocean and environment at a 
colossal scale for decades. 

When exposed to harsh environments, such as the ocean and high 
UV, plastic pollution eventually breaks down into smaller 
and smaller pieces – which not only get increasingly harder to 
clean up but also find their way into more places they shouldn’t, 
presenting further serious health hazards. 

the journey to becoming microplastics:

On beaches, in both 2024 and 2025, fishing gear was 
one of the most polluting item categories – second only 
to other (non-fishing related) plastics. 

Abandoned, lost, or discarded fishing gear, commonly known 
as ghost gear, is one of the most deadly and persistent forms 
of marine plastic pollution. Designed to trap and kill, ghost gear 
continues to entangle fish, seals, whales, dolphins, turtles and 
seabirds long after it is lost, while also damaging vital marine 
habitats and contributing to microplastic contamination.  

While SAS and our communities play our part in the clean-up 
of this devastating debris, this multi-faceted problem requires 
several solutions spanning areas of Marine Protection, Fisheries 
Policy, EPR and material tracking and recycling. 

We support demands for stronger national & international 

regulations, along with increased support for fishers, to 
tackle the issue. 

For Newcastle-based Rep, Kasim Shariff, fishing gear was the 
most common find on his cleans:

*Fishing gear was found on 261 clean 
events out of 442 beach cleans where 

any item data was submitted.

Across the UK our 
Communities found  

16,369  
plastic fragments 
and ‘other’ plastic 
items during 2025.

Plastic
item

Plastic
fragments

MicroPlastics nanoPlastics

Fishing Gear
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Pollution spotlightPollution spotlight

Pollution sp
otlightPollution sp
otlight

Plastic 
  Fragments 
Plastic 
  Fragments 

Whilst SAS campaign to stop plastic pollution at the source, 
to prevent further plastic pollution piling up in the ocean 
and breaking down, we also demand reduction targets for 
virgin plastic pellets, microplastic monitoring in waterways, 
advanced wastewater treatment and product design 
standards to tackle microplastics. 
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Fishing gear  
was found on  

59%  
of beach cleans  

during 2025*

It’s vital we stop plastic pollution, not just 
to protect our unique flora and fauna, but also our own 
health. As a marine biology student, I’ve seen firsthand 
how plastics devastate wildlife and without action, I fear 
my local community will be next.” 

Kasim Mahedi Shariff, SAS Regional Rep. 

The problem is likely to be far larger, 
as microplastics and nanoplastics 

are too small to collect.
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Our data reveals that pollution from plastic bags is on 
the rise again. In 2024 and 2025, plastic bags were in 
the top 10 most polluting items found – and were even 
#3 in Scotland.  

Research by DEFRA suggests that Supermarkets could be to 
blame, given that online supermarket chains are responsible for 
88% of single-use plastic bag sales in the UK32. 2024 marked the 
first time sales have risen since the 5p bag charge was introduced 
in 2015, with sales rising by 7%32. This rise in consumption directly 
mirrors the rise in pollution found on our cleans, evidencing that 
we can’t end plastic pollution without enforced production caps 
and item bans in place. 

We are calling on the UK Government to implement:  

Legally Binding Targets to Cut Plastics 

Production: Governments must set legally binding 
targets to cut plastic production and consumption.   

Tackle the worst polluting Single-Use Plastics: 

Through the enforcement of existing legislation and 
expansion of bans government and regulators must 
tackle the worst polluting single use plastics on  
UK beaches. 

Biomedia sit at the interface of two of the biggest 
threats currently facing the ocean: Sewage and plastic 
pollution. They are a small type of plastic used in the 
process of wastewater treatment. 

But following decades of chronic under-investment from 
water companies, infrastructure failures are causing mass and 
widespread pollution – often with millions of small biomedia 
leaking into the environment. Due to the nature of their use, 
biomedia often carry harmful, toxic substances and 
consequently present a major threat to the environment.  

Though present in different shapes and sizes, from discs and 
wheels to pellets, the most difficult to clean up are bio-beads. A 
recent Category 1 (the most serious pollution) incident at Camber 
Sands highlighted the catastrophic environmental harm bio-
bead spills can cause, presenting ongoing risks to marine and 
coastal ecosystems.  

But Camber Sands isn’t the only beach suffering. Our data 
exposes that this pollution has far-reaching consequences;  
spills have been happening for decades, all across the UK. 

SAS are campaigning for a transformational change of the water 
sector, which would ensure money flows into infrastructure 
investment rather than shareholders’ pockets. We’ll also continue 
to push for tougher regulation, transparency and reporting around 
biomedia usage and spills, regulation and phase-out biomedia, 
environmental remediation to hold polluters accountable, and 
further research and monitoring to understand the scale and 
impact of biomedia pollution. 

If the data tells us one thing, it’s that we simply can’t 

clean and recycle our way out of this problem. A plastic tide 
has swept across the globe, and the UK is becoming increasingly 
responsible. We’ve got to put a stop to brands polluting; they must 
pay the price. It’s time to turn the tide on plastic pollution, and 
that means turning off the tap at source.  

BiomediaBiomedia
Pollution spotlightPollution spotlightPollution spotlightPollution spotlight
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2024 marked the first time 
plastic bag sales have risen 
since the 5p bag charge.

Plastic bags 
  are back!
Plastic bags 
  are back! 
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On the global stage, the UK Government talks 
a big game about tackling plastic pollution. 
But what really matters is what happens  
at home. 

In the UK, there’s a growing gap between international 
promises and domestic action. While ministers claim 
to support ambitious solutions to the plastic crisis, 
progress on the ground has been slow, inconsistent 
and repeatedly delayed. Key policies that would 
reduce plastic pollution at source have been stalled, 
watered down or pushed back – letting the powerful 
brands and industry lobbyists win.  

When governments fail to turn words into action, 
plastic production continues unchecked, pollution 
piles up in our communities, and the costs are passed 
onto councils, taxpayers and, most unacceptably,  
the environment.  

Global leadership starts at home.  

But right now, the UK is falling short.

Stop funding the plastic problem 
Even as it speaks about tackling plastic pollution, the 
UK Government has actively supported infrastructure 
that locks in plastic production and disposal for 
decades to come: 

	 £600 million of UK public finance directed towards 
INEOS petrochemical expansion in Europe 

	 Approval of 40+ new waste incinerators, 
encouraging plastic burning rather than reduction 

	 Greenlighting new oil and gas fields with existing 
licences — feeding plastic production 

Around 8-10% of global oil demand already goes 
into plastic production, and that share is growing. 
Approving new oil projects is not just a climate decision 
– it’s a plastic one too. It’s time the UK Government 
stops funding production and starts investing in our 
circular economy-based future.

Hold the polluters to account 
For years, governments have relied on voluntary 
corporate commitments to deliver change. But 
voluntary commitments are, by design, optional. And 
the Dirty Dozen have demonstrated that voluntary 
action will not solve the pollution crisis. Without urgent 
intervention, the results will be incremental change at 
best and progress obstruction - with piling pollution - 
at worst. 

What we really need is strong laws 

with enforceable targets. It’s time the 

UK Government step up, put a stop to 

the dirty greenwashing and deliver 

real change.  

No more delay 
Deposit Return Schemes (DRS) and Extended 
Producer Responsibility (EPR) were first promised 
nearly a decade ago. But, year after year, their delivery 
has been delayed, redesigned or diluted as a result of 
industry lobbying.  

Where DRS and pEPR legislation has been implemented 
properly, pollution falls, recycling improves, and costs 
shift away from communities and taxpayers. These 
policies work because they are mandatory, enforceable 
and designed to change behaviour at scale. 

But despite knowing the benefits, the UK government 
has listened to polluting brands instead of 
communities and let progress stall. Industry voices 
– many representing the Dirty Dozen – continue to 
argue for further delays, exemptions and weakened 
fees. The UK government must put a stop to this now; 
it’s time to step up and deliver. 

What
Needs Change?

Global promises, 

   Domestic failure
Global promises, 

   Domestic failure

The UK government  

   must act

Return To Offender 

Scan the QR code to take 
action against the UK’s top 
polluting brands:

https://www.sas.org.uk/plastic-pollution/our-plastic-pollution-campaigns/return-to-offender/
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What we’re calling for
Surfers Against Sewage is calling for an urgent shift from voluntary 
pledges to binding action that matches the scale of the crisis. We are 
calling on Governments across the UK to act urgently, implementing: 
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The evidence in this report tells a clear story. 
Plastic pollution in the UK is not driven by 
consumer behaviour or a lack of awareness. 

It’s the predictable outcome of a system that 
allows the world’s biggest brands to profit from 
packaging, primarily single-use plastic, while avoiding 
responsibility for the damage it causes. 

For more than a decade, governments have relied 
on voluntary corporate commitments to address 
plastic pollution. These commitments have failed. 
The same major brands have once again dominated 
the Dirty Dozen pollution rankings, plastic production 
continued to rise, and vital policies have been delayed 
or weakened as a result of industry lobbying. 

	The solutions exist. 

	The evidence is clear. 

	The plastic crisis is not inevitable; 
it is a political choice. 

What is needed now is political courage to finally stand 
up against the polluters and act in public interest, 
putting the ocean and communities first.

conclusionConclusion

Governments must set legally binding 
targets to cut plastic production  

and consumption. 

 Through the enforcement of existing 
legislation and expansion of bans government 
and regulators must tackle the worst polluting 

single use plastics on UK beaches. 

 Governments across the UK must work together 
to create a UK wide world-leading circular economy. 

This includes passing legally binding overarching 
reuse targets and implementing Deposit Return 
Schemes and Extended Producer Responsibility 

Schemes which design out waste, hold polluters to 
account and enable re-use and re-fill.   

Governments must introduce measures to ban toxic 
chemicals across the plastics lifecycle (supply chain) 

including toxic additives, PFAS, and endocrine 

disrupting substances that threaten human health 
and marine life. 

A ban onA ban on

Tackle the worst pollutingTackle the worst polluting

Creation of a world-leadingcreation of a World-leading

Legally binding targetsLegally binding targets

Toxic chemicalsToxic chemicals

Single-use plasticssingle-use plastics

circular economyCircular economy

To cut plastic productionto cut plastic production

What we’re calling for

Take action:Take action:

Shareshare: Shame:Shame:

Clean:Clean: Join:Join:

Share the report findings with 
friends and media, using our 
social-media toolkit

Let the brands know we’re 
onto them, and that it’s time 
to put planet before profit.

Take part in a Million Mile 
Clean and help us continue  
to grow our evidence.

Join the movement to help 
free your community from 
single-use plastic.
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https://brandaudit.sas.org.uk/
https://www.sas.org.uk/plastic-pollution/our-plastic-pollution-campaigns/return-to-offender/
https://www.sas.org.uk/plastic-pollution/our-plastic-pollution-campaigns/
https://www.sas.org.uk/plastic-pollution/million-mile-clean/
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This report would not have been possible 
without each and every dedicated volunteer 
taking part in the Million Mile Clean last year: 
rolling up your sleeves, removing harmful 
plastic from the environment and recording 
vital data to hold polluters accountable.  

2025 saw record-breaking numbers of data 
submissions, from Lands’ End to John O’ Groats, 
Ballycastle to Blyth, and everywhere in between. 
Every single piece of plastic picked up, and each 
brand identified, helped to make our case as strong 
as possible – creating irrefutable evidence to fuel our 
demands and drive on the fight.  

The data collected reflects the growing movement of 
communities across the UK standing up against plastic 
and the polluters, with an unwavering commitment to 
protecting the ocean, nature and all the other wild 
spaces we love and depend upon. 

So, a massive THANK YOU to everyone who helped. 
People power is what will turn the tide on plastic 
pollution, for good. 

For the Ocean,   
The Surfers Against Sewage Team

Thank you!
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Appendix

Circular Economy 
An economic system designed to minimise waste 
and resource extraction by emphasising reuse, refill, 
repair, redesign, and recycling.   

Designed for recycling
Technology exists (or is anticipated very soon) that 
would allow packaging to be recycled. 

Downstream
Activities that occur after a product is used, including 
waste collection, sorting, recycling, disposal, or 
recovery processes.

DRS (Deposit Return scheme) 
A deposit is paid by consumers (whether businesses 
or individuals) on packaging, usually beverage 
containers, which is then repaid when they return the 
packaging for recycling (or ideally reuse, though that 
isn’t in the UK plan). 

EPR
EPR is a policy approach that makes producers 
financially responsible for the full waste management 
costs of the products they place on the market. It is 
used internationally across many product types, such 
as textiles and packaging.

Feedstock
What plastic products are made from. In virgin 
plastics, this is plastic pellets that are made from fossil 
fuel residuals, or in some niche cases bio-based oils. 
For recycled plastic it is plastic shards (sometimes 
reformed into pellets) that come from reclaimed, 
sorted, cleaned, and processed plastic items. 

GPT (Global Plastics Treaty)
A legally binding international agreement being 
negotiated by the United Nations to end plastic 
pollution. It’s intended to address the full lifecycle 
of plastics, including limiting plastic production, 
improving product design, and strengthening waste 
management systems.

OPRL  (On Pack Recycling Label)
A voluntary scheme in the UK to have uniform 
disposal instructions. 

PCR (Post-Consumer Recycled)
Sustainable materials manufactured from discarded, 
used, and recycled consumer waste—such as bottles, 
tubs, and containers collected from household or 
industrial recycling streams.

Packaging EPR (pEPR)
In the UK, the packaging version of EPR is referred 
to as pEPR. This is a specific scheme that requires 
packaging producers to cover the costs of collecting, 
sorting and recycling packaging waste. Under recent 
reforms, these costs are “modulated” - meaning 
producers pay higher fees for packaging that is hard 
to recycle, and lower fees for packaging that is easier 
to recycle.

Recyclable packaging
Technology is widely implemented that can recycle 
the packaging. 

Recyclate
The end product of a recycling process, plastic that is 
ready to be turned into a new product. 

RRC (Reusable, recyclable, or compostable)
An EMF metric for how much of their packaging fits 
one of these three criteria. Companies will mask their 
reuse targets by only tracking this grouped metric. 

Upstream
Activities and processes that occur earlier in a 
product’s lifecycle, such as raw material extraction, 
material production, and packaging design, before 
the product reaches consumers.

Virgin Plastics
Plastic produced from newly extracted fossil fuels, 
rather than recycled materials. Virgin plastics  
drive most of the industry’s carbon emissions  
and expansion. 
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https://cdn.builder.io/o/assets%2F2e5c7fb020194c1a8ee80f743d0b923e%2Ffa283055d37b49a2814094325ca5abf1?alt=media&token=35f21c06-7ae0-4c9c-b6bf-85d79a306575&apiKey=2e5c7fb020194c1a8ee80f743d0b923e
https://www.haribo.com/en-gb/about-us/corporate-responsibility
https://www.mars.com/sustainability-plan/healthy-planet/sustainable-packaging
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5d5e6050ed915d08d586a2f7/drs-consult-sum-resp1.pdf

https://content.ellenmacarthurfoundation.org/m/11b390e442ce36ba/original/The-Global-Commitment-Five-Years-In.pdf
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