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Context and workshop design 
 

 

This document summarises the outputs of Track A of a multi-stakeholder workshop held in Aarhus on the second day of a 
study tour organised by Zero Waste Europe (ZWE). 

●​ Track A, facilitated by ZWE, focused on the key components necessary for the effective development of local reuse 
systems for takeaway food and drink. 

●​ Track B, run in parallel by Norion, focused on the key elements to consider when developing a national reuse 
system - using various archetypes as a basis (see separate summary). 

 

Track A was structured around a central question: 

What minimum conditions must be in place for a city-scale reuse system to be high-performing, safe, 
and inclusive? 

The group discussions were split in two sections: 

●​ Section 1 invited participants to identify the essential 
requirements for a high performance local reuse 
system, organised across three thematic dimensions: 
○​ system infrastructure and operational 

performance; 
○​ governance and stakeholder inclusion; and 
○​ procurement and market shaping. 

 
●​ Section 2 brought each group back to a fixed station to 

translate the Section 1 insights into concrete, realistic 
implementation steps, considering operations, 
governance, and procurement together. 

 

The following document summarises the major themes arising from the two sections, with recurring points highlighted 
where they were raised consistently across multiple stations. 

1. Ground the system in data 
 

 

A consistent message across stations was the importance of understanding the local waste landscape before designing 
any reuse system. 

Station 1 framed this as a necessary first step: a waste audit of public street bins to identify which single-use items are 
present the most, in what quantities, and in which locations. The reuse pilot in Lisbon illustrates this matter well: the city 
identified cold beverages served in cups as its primary priority, rather than coffee, based on its specific waste profile. 

Station 3 reinforced this point from a procurement and political angle. Its implementation roadmap opens with the 
recommendation to collect qualitative and quantitative data on single-use plastics in public bins - including associated 
costs for the city - precisely because such data are essential to secure political support and approval for pilot 
implementation. Consumers and Horeca surveys were also highlighted as a means of understanding readiness and 
barriers, and of informing both tendering processes and system design. 
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2. Infrastructure: functionality, density, and fit 
 

 

Station 1 devoted the bulk of its Section 1 discussion to the physical and operational conditions that underpin system 
performance. Several requirements were identified: 

●​ Traceability mechanisms (such as RFID or QR codes) are necessary to 
monitor return rates, number of uses, and retention time. The choice between 
these technologies was raised as an open question, with no clear consensus 
reached but a question mark on the environmental impact and possible usage 
of RFID chips (e.g. potential risks related to recyclability or if used in a 
microwave). 

●​ The density and localisation of return points is critical: infrastructure must 
be placed where it will be used. Station 3 formalised this into a procurement 
criterion, recommending coverage models based on city footfall, mobility hubs, 
and underserved zones, and suggesting a minimum number of return points 
per inhabitant or per defined area, as well as a maximum walking distance to 
the nearest point. 

●​ Return infrastructure - whether Reverse Vending Machines (RVMs) or other 
formats - must be safe, fraud-proof, and adapted to local weather 
conditions. Station 3 noted that density targets without quality 
controls are insufficient, and that a broken RVM counts as coverage 
whilst damaging public trust. 

●​ Urban fit was also flagged as a consideration - return infrastructure 
should integrate thoughtfully into the urban landscape rather than 
congesting public space with additional physical elements. A broader 
systemic approach was recommended, rather than simply adding 
RVMs.​
 

Remaining questions 

• Whether return infrastructure could be sited on public transport (trains were mentioned) -  connecting directly to the 
broader governance question of which actors need to be involved. 
• The potential use of reverse logistics from food delivery platforms (e.g. HelloFresh, Deliveroo) was floated as a way of 
addressing the inclusion of home delivery and home consumption. 

 

3. Governance: who does what, and who gets left out? 
 

 

Station 2 addressed governance and stakeholder inclusion in the most structured way, though the questions it raised were 
echoed in the other stations too. 

Key actors to involve 
●​ Horeca businesses and their associations must be involved early in system design. Those who make reuse the 

default option should be rewarded. The station's Section 2 action table emphasised door-to-door communication, 
leveraging existing municipal relationships, the use of ambassadors or champions, and the organisation of 
information sessions as tools for achieving 100% uptake. 
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●​ 'Multipliers' - actors with reach and influence beyond their primary function - were seen as important enablers: 
public transport operators, local NGOs and volunteers, festivals and events, beer and beverage brands, schools and 
universities, and tourist agencies were all mentioned. 

Exclusion risks 
Participants were attentive to the risk of designing systems that inadvertently exclude certain populations. Groups 
identified as particularly vulnerable included: 

●​ Children, who cannot use machines requiring cards; 
●​ Marginalised groups (homeless individuals, informal waste pickers, people with disabilities), who may be physically, 

technologically, or economically excluded; 
●​ Tourists, who are unfamiliar with the system or face some technical barriers to use it (e.g. card); 
●​ Wholesalers, who need to transition from distributing single-use to reusable products. 

 

These concerns were carried through into the procurement criteria developed in Station 3: 

●​ Criterion 4: Universal deposit reimbursement (covering both cash and cashless options) directly addresses digital 
exclusion. 

●​ Criterion 6: User experience and interface quality specifies multilingual and pictogram-based interfaces to extend 
reach to non-native speakers and sets a target of under 30 seconds per container return to reduce friction in 
high-footfall locations. 

●​ Criterion 3 explicitly flags the risk that hotspot-based placement logic may systematically underserve low-income 
and peri-urban areas. 
 

Remaining questions 

• Who should own the system — the municipality, a producer responsibility organisation (PRO), a private operator, or a 
not-for-profit? Station 3 added a related caution: the risk of monopolistic capture, recommending open, provider-agnostic 
tendering processes to protect long-term system integrity. 
• Who should contribute to finance it, and how (e.g. EPR fees, consumer contributions, municipal funding, EU subsidies or a 
combination)? 
• What role should a tax or ban on single-use packaging play in levelling the playing field for reusables? 

 

4. Regulation and the city's role: from enabler to enforcer 
 

Across all three stations, the question of regulation - what is needed, at what level, and enforced by whom - was a 
persistent undercurrent. Station 3 articulated the clearest framework, proposing a 'staircase model' for the city's level of 
involvement that can be adapted to local political conditions and the pace of voluntary uptake: 

Across all three stations, the question of regulation - what is needed, at what level, and enforced by whom - was a 
persistent undercurrent. 

Station 3 articulated the clearest framework, proposing a 'staircase model' for the city's level of involvement that can be 
adapted to local political conditions and the pace of voluntary uptake: 
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Step 1 
Communicate & 

engage 

Support visibility through communication and engagement 
The municipality supports system visibility through strong communication materials and 
stakeholder engagement (e.g. onboarding local businesses, communication campaigns). 

  
  

Step 2 
Introduce a mandate 

Mandate reusable options if voluntary uptake is insufficient 
If voluntary uptake remains insufficient, the city may introduce a mandate requiring businesses 
to offer reusable options for takeaway and dine-in (aligned with PPWR requirements). One 
example raised was conditioning terrace renovation permits for HoReCa actors on active 
participation in the reuse system (though the legality of such conditions may require further 
assessment). 

  
  

Step 3 
Mandate by default 

Apply a full default-reusable mandate 
If further incentives are insufficient, the city can consider applying a mandate to serve all 
takeaway food and drink in reusables by default. 

 

The city's multiple responsibilities 
Station 2's reflected the city's multiple responsibilities: 

●​ Host and anchor of the system, lending it 
credibility 

●​ Procurer, responsible for writing and evaluating 
tenders 

●​ Regulator, setting and enforcing financial 
incentives, taxes, or bans on single-use 
packaging 

●​ Communicator to both businesses and citizens 
 

 

Remaining questions 

• At which point does city clean-up cost really decrease as a result of reuse systems, thereby demonstrating 
tangible fiscal savings? This question of the business case for the city - not only the environmental case - was flagged as 
important for political buy-in but was not resolved during the workshop. 
• Should regulation come first at the national level or bottom-up design take precedence? No consensus emerged, 
and this may be an area where Track B's national-level discussions offer a useful complement. 
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5. Procurement criteria: a technical framework for cities 
 

 

Station 3's Section 1 produced the following technical outputs: 7 procurement criteria that cities can embed in tender 
procedures to ensure that future reuse operators meet environmental performance standards, uphold inclusion, and 
guarantee long-term system resilience. 

 

Guarantee 
interoperability 

Systems should either integrate with existing Deposit Return Schemes (DRS) where these are 
available or be designed to allow future operators to join. Shared infrastructure reduces 
per-operator costs, enables geographic expansion without duplicate investment, and future-proofs 
the scheme. 
Participants however flagged real challenges to address from the outset: preventing free-rider 
dynamics, deposit revenue leakage without real-time financial reconciliation, and  technical lock-in 
through proprietary APIs or data formats. Intellectual property protections may also conflict with 
interoperability requirements, and contractual safeguards need to be defined at the point of award. 

 

Tracking 
compliance & 

activity 
monitoring  

Real-time tracking of participating business compliance and market saturation is recommended to 
prevent 'ghost listings' (businesses shown as active in the network that no longer participate) and to 
enable proactive enforcement. Shared accountability between operator and city authority is 
recommended. 
A suggested KPI was a 25% market saturation target within 24 months of implementation. 

 

Spatial density & 
accessibility of 
return points 

Coverage models should be based on city footfall data, mobility hubs, and underserved zones. 
Risks noted include: broken machines that count as coverage whilst undermining trust; hotspot 
logic that may systematically underserve low-income and peri-urban areas; and seasonal demand 
variance that static placement may not accommodate - suggesting a requirement for mobile 
machines in certain contexts. 
Suggested KPIs include a minimum number of return points per inhabitant (or per defined area), 
and a maximum walking distance to the nearest return point. 

 

Universal deposit 
reimbursement 

Both cash and cashless reimbursement options must be available to ensure scheme participation is 
not contingent on smartphone ownership, and to maintain fairness across all population segments, 
including the elderly and digitally excluded. 

 

Fraud prevention 
& damage 

liability 

Technical and contractual safeguards against container misuse and degradation of return 
infrastructure are necessary to protect the integrity of the deposit fund. 

 

User experience 
& interface 

quality 

Speed, clarity, and accessibility at return points are operationally significant: friction at the machine 
is identified as the leading cause of scheme abandonment. Specifications should include 
multilingual and pictogram-based interfaces, and a target of under 30 seconds per container return 
to maintain throughput in high-footfall locations. 
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Packaging safety, 
hygiene & 
material 

standards 

End-to-end food and drink contact safety - from material composition to redistribution cycles - 
must be guaranteed (see an example of safety guidelines here with infographics). Material 
mandates (e.g. stainless steel, glass, PFAS-free coatings) were recommended to future-proof the 
scheme against tightening EU food contact regulations. 
Participants noted that current EU rules are primarily designed for single-use or new plastics, not 
long-term reusable cycles, and that no EU-harmonised test standard currently exists for checking 
toxicity after repeated reuse. 
Third-party hygiene certification and periodic re-testing (not only at procurement) were 
recommended. 

6. Implementation roadmap: from design to piloting 
 

 

Many participants were still in the piloting phase rather than scaling, so Station 3 adjusted its focus to the first year of 
implementation. The resulting three-step roadmap has broad applicability and reflects themes raised across all stations: 

  

Step 1 
Collect data 

Collect qualitative and quantitative data 
–  Conduct a waste characterisation exercise to assess the quantity and types of single-use 

plastics in public bins and the associated costs to the city. 
–  Run surveys of citizens and Horeca actors to understand readiness, identify barriers, and 

surface opportunities. 
These data serve a dual purpose: informing system design and tendering and providing the political 
evidence base needed to secure approval for piloting. 

 
  

Step 2 
Build awareness 

Build awareness and secure buy-in 
–  Organise industry and stakeholder events to showcase local solution providers to citizens, 

businesses, and young people (identified as a key target group). 
–  Establish a stakeholder consultation group with interested Horeca actors, citizens, and 

youth. 
–  Define clear incentives for participating businesses - whether cost savings, recognition, or 

operational support. 

  
  

Step 3 
Initial trials 

Conduct initial trials before scaling 
–  Begin with pilots in controlled and high-visibility settings such as street food markets 

or other events, to test logistics and user engagement at manageable scale. 
–  Use communication campaigns to build awareness and encourage participation from 

the outset. 
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7. Cross-cutting tensions and open questions 
 

 

Several tensions and unresolved questions surfaced across multiple stations. They are collected here as a reference for 
future deliberation: 

●​ The inclusion of food delivery and home consumption in reuse systems: a genuine gap in current system 
designs, with no clear answer on how to address the logistics and incentive structures involved. 

●​ National versus local regulation: whether to prioritise a national regulatory framework or to allow bottom-up 
design from municipalities first. Under current economic and regulatory conditions, which still largely favour 
single-use packaging, reuse systems struggle to reach the volume needed to become financially sustainable. 

●​ Ownership and operating models: the questions of who owns the system, who operates it, and who finances it 
remain open and are deeply political. The risk of monopolistic capture was noted, as was the importance of open 
and provider-agnostic tendering. 

●​ Fiscal savings and the political business case: at what point does a well-functioning reuse system generate 
measurable savings for the city, and how can this be communicated to decision-makers? 

●​ Big chains are identified as difficult actors to engage with. The question of what leverage exists - beyond 
regulation - was raised but not resolved. 

●​ Safety of return infrastructure for all users: specific concerns were raised about the safety of return points for 
women at night, and the need for accessible language and support for visually impaired users. 

●​ Interoperability is key - but what does it mean in practice? Which safeguards should be put in place to 
guarantee operational and technical feasibility as well as intellectual property protection of the original operator? 

●​ What should be the role of the city? The role and level of involvement of the local authority should be defined 
from the outset, with an associated budget and clear objectives. Cities are typically well-placed to lead on 
stakeholder engagement and system visibility. 
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