
THE FUTURE IS RETURNABLE 
The future is returnable. Taking a circular approach to hot drinks - 

outlining a blueprint for establishing a successful returnable cup 

scheme.

Drawing on the expertise of over 20 industry experts, leading reuse 

brands, and businesses, the guide is designed to provide invaluable 

insights and practical advice for organisations looking to implement 

returnable cup schemes at scale.

Designed for universities, cafés, community groups, councils & 

business, the completely free guide includes everything from cups, 

washing and logistics, to payment mechanisms and tech solutions.

https://www.citytosea.org.uk/the-future-is-returnable-a-circular-approach-to-hot-drinks/


INTRODUCING A RETURNABLE 
CUP SCHEME 
Like all reuse systems, returnable cup schemes provide an 
alternative, circular solution to the current linear, disposable 
models of consumption.

Unlike customers being responsible for carrying their own 
reusable cups, in returnable systems, the product is served in a 
returnable cup owned by the business. 

The cup is collected, washed and reused after the drink is 
finished. And this can be done over and over again. 

• A reusable is owned by the customer.

• A returnable is owned by the business and borrowed by 
the customer.



THE BENEFITS (TO BUSINESSES)
There are multiple reasons why switching from single-use to reuse 
makes economic as well as environmental sense including: 

• Reducing their carbon footprint. 

• Reducing waste and pollution generated by single-use cups. 

• Saving money spent on single-use cups and managing waste. 

• Preparing for proposed legislation changes. 

• Supporting wider sustainability targets.

• Aligning with business ethos. 

• Keeping customers happy. 

• Staying ahead of competitors.



LEGISLATION
Governments around the world have already imposed, or have 
plans to impose, legislation banning or taxing single-use items 
like disposable cups. 

• In the future, it will be unlawful or simply uneconomical to offer 
drinks in a single-use cup.

• Legally-binding reuse targets will be set.

• Deposit Return Schemes will be defined.

• These will incentivise the scaling up of refillable and reusable 
packaging.



KEY CONSIDERATIONS

• The environment the scheme is operating in: open-loop or closed-
loop?

• Ensuring packaging is returned through financial incentives.

• Choosing a tech-based or manual system.

• Which packaging to use?

• How are the scheme logistics managed?

• Who manages the scheme?

• Who funds the scheme?

• How do you break the habit of single-use?



In October 2024, we launched the Cardiff Refill Return Cup with 

FOR Cardiff as part of a 6 month pilot. The scheme went live in 

23 outlets across the city. Outlet staff attended group training 

sessions and we ran a joint comms campaign with FOR Cardiff 

to promote the launch of the scheme.

In the first month of the project:

• 431 people signed up and tried out the scheme

• 2426  cups were borrowed

• A 97% return rate was achieved

• 43KG of CO2 was saved

Next steps: Working with FOR Cardiff, we will be looking to 

increase participation in the scheme, undertake research with 

the participating businesses and plan for post-pilot rollout.

CASE STUDY: CARDIFF REFILL 
RETURN CUP



OUR 10 TOP TIPS… 
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