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Flat or variable deposits?

What the evidence from deposit return systems shows

When designing a new deposit return system (DRS), one of the central policy decisions is
whether to adopt a flat (or “fixed-rate”) deposit or a variable deposit structure. In a flat-rate DRS,
all beverage carry the same deposit value. By contrast, in a variable-rate system, deposit levels
differ based on characteristics such as container size, material, and/or beverage type. As more
jurisdictions prepare to introduce DRS over the coming decade, this design choice has re-
emerged as a key point of debate, particularly in regions implementing a system for the first
time.

Proponents of variable-rate deposit structures often argue that varying deposits by size, material, or beverage type can
better reflect differences in packaging formats and consumption patterns. In the recent UK debate, for example,
representatives of the aluminium packaging sector raised concerns that a flat-rate deposit could disproportionately affect
multipacks of aluminium cans, where the cumulative deposit value is significantly higher than for equivalent volumes sold in
larger PET bottles. They cautioned that this could incentivise consumers to switch from aluminium cans to larger plastic
bottles, with potential unintended consequences for material choice, recyclability, and environmental outcomes.

By contrast, proponents of flat-rate deposit structures typically point to their simplicity and clarity. A single, uniform deposit
can be easier for consumers to understand, reduce confusion at the point of purchase, and create a level playing field across
container types. Flat-rate deposits are also often viewed as simpler to administer and communicate, particularly at system
launch, and are increasingly being adopted in new or forthcoming national programmes, including the UK’s forthcoming
DRS with a flat £0.20 (€0.23) deposit, as well as Portugal’s and Singapore’s new programmes.

This fact sheet aims to present a high-level overview of flat- vs. variable- deposit schemes in operation worldwide, including
an analysis of how they perform and whether one model is superior to the other.
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Deposit varies by container
size (volume), material type,
and/or beverage type (often

a combination of these
factors)

Examples:

Norway, the Netherlands,
Republic of Ireland, Ontario
(Canada), Quebec (Canada),
Goa (India)
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Figure 1 The difference between flat- and variable-deposit rate structures

Flat vs. variable deposits: Which structure is most common?

As of May 2026, deposit return systems for single-use beverage containers are operational in 61 jurisdictions worldwide,
including 19 European countries, 10 U.S. states, most of Canada, all of Australia, and a few other jurisdictions across Asia and
the Middle East. Table T summarises the type of deposit structure used in each of these jurisdictions.

Table 1 Jurisdictions with deposit return systems and type of deposit

Flat-rate DRS Variable-rate DRS

Europe

North America

Oceania

Asia
Middle East

Austria, Croatia, Estonia, Germany, Hungary, Iceland,
Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Romania, Slovakia

Canada: British Columbia

United States: Oregon, New York, Connecticut, Hawaii,

lowa, Michigan, Massachusetts

Denmark, Finland, Sweden, the Netherlands,
Norway, Republic of Ireland

Canada: Alberta, New Brunswick, Nova Scotia,
Newfoundland and Labrador, Northwest
Territories, Saskatchewan, Prince Edward Island,
Ontario, Quebec, Yukon

United States: California, Maine, Vermont

Australian Capital Territory, Queensland, Republic of
Palau, South Australia, Tasmania, Tuvalu, Western
Australia, Northern Territory, New South Wales,

Victoria, Kosrae
Singapore
Israel

Goa (India)
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As shown in Table 1, both flat-rate and variable-rate deposit structures
are widely used across existing systems, although clear regional
patterns emerge. In Europe, 12 countries apply a flat-rate deposit,
while six use a variable-rate structure. In North America, variable-rate
systems are more common overall (13 jurisdictions), compared to 8
that use flat-rate deposits. This regional pattern is particularly
pronounced in Canada, where only one province—British Columbia—
uses a flat-rate system, having transitioned from a variable-rate
structure in 2020. In the United States, by contrast, 7 of the 10 DRS
states use a flat-rate deposit.

Number of jurisdictions worldwide operating
a flat-rate vs. variable-rate deposit system

Elsewhere, all systems in Australia (where DRS coverage spans every
state and territory) apply a flat-rate structure. In Asia, the two most
recently introduced systems (both launched in 2026) have adopted
different approaches: Goa (India) uses a variable-rate system, while m Flat Rate = Variable Rate
Singapore has implemented a flat-rate deposit.

Figure 2 Number of jurisdictions operating a flat-rate vs. variable-

) rate deposit return system
Overall, flat-rate systems are more prevalent globally, with 33

jurisdictions using a flat-rate structure compared to 20 that apply

variable deposits. This trend is even more pronounced among newer Number of jurisdictions operating flat-rate vs.
systems: of those introduced since 2020, the clear majority (11 variable-rate deposit return systems
jurisdictions, including Portugal and Singapore which launched new 1
programmes in April 2026) have adopted a flat-rate deposit, while
only 2 have implemented a variable-rate approach. The operator of

SN

the UK DRS, set to launch across England, Scotland, and Northern 10
Ireland in October 2027, recently confirmed that the system will use a 8
flat deposit of across all in-scope containers.

6
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A closer look at flat-rate deposits

2 I
While the structure of a flat-rate system means that all in-scope 0 [ | | .
containers carry the same deposit, the level at which that deposit is Europe Canada United Oceania Asia  Middle
set differs widely, from relatively low deposits of €0.05-€0.09 in SIS Fast
many programmes to substantially higher values in others. W Flat Rate ® Variable Rate

Figure 3 Number of jurisdictions operating a flat-rate vs. variable-rate

Setting the deposit level is a distinct policy decision, influenced by a deposit return system, by region

range of factors. These can include target return rates and policy

objectives (e.g. deposit levels are often set with specific performance

objectives in mind, such as achieving 90% returns within a defined timeframe), consumer behaviour and price sensitivity,
the value and material mix of containers placed on the convenience and accessibility of return options (e.g. lower
convenience levels may require higher deposits to achieve the same outcomes), and broader political and economic
considerations (e.g. consideration is often given to public acceptability and perceptions of fairness). Cross-border dynamics
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are another factor: in regions with open borders or neighbouring systems with different deposit values, deposit levels may
be calibrated to reduce the risk of fraud or cross-border returns.

Table 2 presents the deposit values for single-use beverage containers in jurisdictions that have opted for a flat-rate deposit
structure. The average deposit value in European systems is €0.13 (USD $0.15), compared to just €0.05 (USD$0.06) in North
America or Australia.

Table 2 Deposit values in jurisdictions with a flat-rate deposit structure

Jurisdiction Refund value (national currency) Refund value (euro)
Austria €0.25 €0.25
Croatia 0.5HRK €0.07
Estonia €0.10 €0.10
Germany €0.25 €0.25
Hungary HUF 50 £0.14
Iceland ISK 23 €0.16
Latvia €0.10 €0.10
Lithuania €0.10 €0.10
Malta €0.10 €0.10
Poland 0.50 PLN €0.12
Portugal €0.10 €0.10
Romania 0.50 RON €0.10
Slovakia €0.15 €0.15
British Columbia, Canada CAD $0.10 €0.06
Connecticut, United States USD $0.05 £€0.04
Hawaii, United States USD $0.05 €0.04
lowa, United States USD $0.05 £€0.04
Massachusetts, United States USD $0.05 €0.04
Michigan, United States usD $0.10 €0.09
New York, United States USD $0.05 €0.04
Oregon, United States usD $0.10 €0.09
Australian Capital Territory, Australia AUD $0.10 €0.06
New South Wales, Australia AUD $0.10 €0.06
Northern Territory, Australia AUD $0.10 €0.06
Queensland, Australia AUD $0.10 €0.06
Western Australia, Australia AUD $0.10 €0.06
South Australia, Australia AUD $0.10 €0.06
Republic of Palau USD $0.05 €0.04
Kosrae, Federated States of Micronesia USD $0.05 €0.04
Tasmania, Australia AUD $0.10 £€0.06
Tuvalu USD $0.05 €0.04
Victoria, Australia AUD $0.10 £€0.06
Israel ILS 0.30 €0.09
Singapore SGD$0.10 €0.07

Note: Currency conversion accurate as of 27 April 2026
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A closer look at variable deposits

As noted earlier, in variable-rate deposit return systems the deposit applied to a drinks container is not uniform across all
containers. Instead, deposit values are differentiated based on one or more container characteristics, such as container size
(volume), container material, or beverage type. Many jurisdictions with a variable-rate deposit structure apply multiple
forms of differentiation simultaneously, resulting in more granular deposit structures that vary by size, material, beverage
type, or some combination of these characteristics.

Three ways deposit levels vary

By size (volume) By material By beverage type

Larger containers = higher Plastic, metal, or glass Alcohol vs. non-alcohol,
deposit container milk vs. non-milk

Figure 4 Three ways deposit levels can vary in a variable-rate deposit system

Table 3 provides an overview of which factors influence deposit levels in each jurisdiction with a variable-rate deposit
structure.

Jurisdiction Size Material Beverage Refund value (national currency) Refund value (euro)
(volume) type type
Denmark v v e Metal, glass <IL: 1 DKK e Metal, glass <IL: €0.13
e Plastic <IL: 1.5 DKK e Plastic <IL: €0.20
e Metal, glass, plastic 1-20L: 3 e  Metal, glass, plastic 1-20L:
DKK €0.40
Finland v N4 e  Plastic <350ml: €0.10
e  Plastic 35Iml to 999ml: €0.20
e Plastic >1L: €0.40
e Metal: €0.15
e (lass: €0.10
The v v e Plastic <IL: €0.15
Netherlands e Plastic1-3L: €0.25
e Metal: €0.15
Norway v e Containers <500ml: 2 NOK e Containers <500ml: €0.20
e  (Containers > 500ml: 3NOK e  (Containers > 500ml: €0.30
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Jurisdiction

Refund value (national currency)

Refund value (euro)

Republic of
Ireland
Sweden

Alberta,
Canada
Newfoundland
& Labrador,
Canada

New
Brunswick,
Canada
Northwest
Territories,
Canada
Nova Scotia,
Canada

Ontario,
Canada

Prince Edward
Island, Canada

Quebec,
Canada

Saskatchewan,
Canada

California, US

Maine, US

Size Material Beverage
(volume) type type
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[ )

N N4 °
v v °
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[ )

[ )

N4 °
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Containers 150ml - 500ml (0.04-0.13 gal): €0.15
Containers 501ml - 3L (0.13-0.79 gal): €0.25

Metal: 2 SEK

Plastic <1L: 2 SEK

Plastic >1L: 3 SEK
Containers <1L: CAD$0.10
Containers >1L: CAD$0.25

Non-alcohol: CAD$0.05

Wine & spirits: CAD$0.10

Beer cans & imported bottles
<IL: CAD$0.05

Single-use glass alcohol
>500ml: CAD$0.20

All other containers: CAD$0.10

Containers <1L: CAD$0.10
Containers >1L: CAD$0.25

Non-alcohol <5L: CAD$0.05
Alcohol <500ml; CAD$0.05
Alcohol >500ml: CAD$0.10
Wine & spirits < 630ml:
CAD$0.10

Wine & spirits >630ml:
CAD$0.20

Beer <IL: CAD$0.10

Beer >1L: CAD$0.20
Single-use glass alcohol
>500ml: CAD$0.20

All other containers: CAD$0.10
Plastic: CAD$0.10

Metal: CAD$0.10

Glass <500ml: CAD$0.10
Glass 500ml to 2L: CAD$0.25
All other containers: CAD$0.10
Plastic, metal, gable
top/aseptic <1L: CAD$0.10
Plastic, metal, gable
top/aseptic >1L: CAD$0.25
Glass <300ml: CAD$0.10
Glass 301-999ml: CAD$0.20
Glass >1L: CAD$0.40
Containers <710ml: USD$0.05
Containers >710ml: USD$0.10
Wine & spirits >50ml:
USD$0.15

Other beverages (including
wine & spirits <50ml:
USD$0.05

Metal: €0.10

Plastic <1L: €0.10
Plastic >1L: €0.19
Containers <1L: €0.08
Containers >1L: €0.19

Non-alcohol: €0.04

Wine & spirits: €0.08

Beer cans & imported bottles
<IL:€0.04

Single-use glass alcohol
>500ml:

All other containers:

Containers <1L: €0.08
Containers >1L: €0.19

Non-alcohol <5L: €0.04
Alcohol <500ml: €0.04
Alcohol >500ml: €0.08

Wine & spirits < 630ml: €0.08
Wine & spirits >630ml: €0.15
Beer <1L: €0.08

Beer >1L: €0.15

Single-use glass alcohol
>500ml:

All other containers:

Plastic:

Metal:

Glass <500ml:

Glass 500ml to 2L:

All other containers:

Plastic, metal, gable top/aseptic
<1L: €0.08

Plastic, metal, gable top/aseptic
>1L: €0.19

Glass <300ml:; €0.08

Glass 301-999ml: €0.15

Glass >1L: €0.31

Containers <710ml: €0.10
Containers >710ml: €0.10

Wine & spirits >50ml: €0.15
Other beverages (including
wine & spirits <50ml): €0.05
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Jurisdiction Size Material Beverage Refund value (national currency) Refund value (euro)

(volume) type type

Vermont, US v e Liquor >50ml: USD$0.15 e Liquor >50ml: €0.15
e  Other beverages: USD$0.05 e  Other beverages: €0.05
Goa, India v v e  (Glass (alcohol): INR 10 e  (lass (alcohol): €0.09
e  (lass (non-alcohol) and metal: | e  Glass (non-alcohol) and metal:
INR 5 €0.05
e  Plastic, pouches, liquid e  Plastic, pouches, liquid
paperboard, multi-layered paperboard, multi-layered
packaging: packaging:
o  Products priced < o  Products priced <
INR 20: INR 2 €0.19:€0.02
o Products priced > o  Products priced >
INR 20: INR 5 €0.19: €£0.05

Note: Currency conversion accurate as of 27 April 2026

Does deposit structure influence system performance?

Policymakers or system operators considering different deposit structures are often interested in how each of these approaches
impacts overall system performance. A key indicator of how well a DRS is performing is its return rate (sometimes called
collection rate or redemption rate), defined as the amount (in weight or units) of drinks containers collected, expressed as a
percentage of the total amount placed on the market, excluding exports.

Figure 1summarises the overall return rates in jurisdictions

operating flat- and variable-rate deposit return systems, using the Range of Return Rates in Jurisdictions
latest available data (typically from 2024 or 2025). Our analysis Operating a FIat;SVS:yVariable-Rate DRS
shows that the average overall return rate recorded across variable- 100% = 94.0%
rate systems is 77%, while the average in flat-rate schemes is 73%. 90%
While this indicates a modest difference in average performance, it 80%
is important not to over-interpret this result. 0% 65.6%
E 60%

Looking more closely at individual systems, we can see that there 2

o N ) . @ 50%
are ‘low’” and ‘high’ performers in each group. Among variable-rate =
systems, return rates range from around 66% in the Yukon Territory § oLis 33.3%
to 94% in Finland. Similarly, among flat-rate systems, performance 30%
spans from lower-performing programmes such as Massachusetts 20%
(33.3%) to very high-performing systems such as Germany, which 10%
consistently reports return rates around 98%. These results suggest 0%
that both types of schemes are capable of delivering high return Jurisdictions Jurisdictions

o . . Operating Flat-Rate Operating Variable-
rates, indicating that deposit structure alone does not explain — ngRSa e peraR;TgDsga ¢

system performance.
W Lowest Return Rate ~ ® Highest Return Rate

Figure 5 Range of return rates achieved in jurisdictions with a
flat-rate vs. variable-rate deposit structure
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Conclusion

[t’s a question that most policymakers will face when planning for and designing a new DRS: should we implement a flat or
variable rate deposit structure? As the experience of existing and emerging programmes shows, this debate can be highly
contested, with credible arguments advanced on both sides. While these arguments are important to consider, Reloop
believes that the answer should depend on the objective that the DRS is seeking to achieve. Ultimately, the goal of a DRS is
to collect the highest number of drinks containers so that they can be directed into closed-loop recycling applications,
where they can be used again and again.

As shown in the preceding analysis, both flat- and variable-rate systems include high-performing and lower-performing
programmes. Return rates range widely within each group, demonstrating that neither structure inherently guarantees
strong outcomes.

Instead, the evidence points consistently to a different conclusion: system performance is influenced far more by other
factors, most notably the level of the deposit and the convenience and accessibility of the return network. Jurisdictions with
meaningful deposit levels and dense, user-friendly return options achieve high return rates under both flat- and
variable-rate models.

From Reloop’s perspective, the central design question is therefore not whether a deposit is flat or variable, but whether
deposit levels are set at a meaningful minimum and supported by a well-designed, convenient system that makes returning
containers the easy and obvious choice. In some markets, this may favour differentiated deposits for certain container types;
in others it might mean setting a minimum deposit level in legislation (e.g. €0.10, USD$0.12) but giving producers the
flexibility to increase the fee on certain containers if they see the need.
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