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‣‣ Goal – The aim of this article is to present the principles of operation of the deposit 
system in Poland and to indicate how society can engage in the functioning of this 
system, with the active participation of non-governmental organisations (NGOs). The 
study examines the legal framework governing the deposit system implementation 
and its potential environmental and social impacts.

‣‣ Research methodology – The research methodology is based on legal analysis of the 
European Union directives, particularly the Single Use Plastic (SUP) Directive, and 
comparative analysis of deposit systems functioning in the selected EU Member States. 
The study also incorporates the analysis of the Polish legal regulations implementing 
the deposit system and the examination of the role of non-governmental organisations 
in environmental protection.

‣‣ Score/results – The analysis reveals that the Polish deposit system, scheduled to begin 
operation in October 2025, goes beyond the requirements of the SUP Directive by in-
cluding not only single-use plastic bottles for beverages up to 3 liters but also reusable 
glass bottles up to 1.5 liters and metal cans up to 1 liter. The research demonstrates 
that deposit systems in other EU countries achieve collection rates of 80–90% through 
high consumer participation.

‣‣ Originality/value – The study contributes to the understanding of legal and social 
mechanisms for implementing environmental policies at the national level. The 
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originality lies in analysing the role of non-governmental organisations in creating 
an “ecological society” and examining the Polish deposit system in the context of the 
EU legal requirements and comparative experiences of other Member States.

|Keywords:  deposit system, environmental law, non-governmental organisations, 
packaging waste, circular economy, Single Use Plastic Directive

1. Introduction

The deposit system represents a mechanism whereby consumers are charged an 
additional cost, called a deposit, when purchasing beverages in specific packaging. 
This cost is refunded when the packaging is returned to a designated collection 
point. This solution has been proven effective in many countries, such as Germa-
ny, Slovakia, Sweden, and Norway, where significant waste reduction has been 
achieved through high consumer participation. In Poland, this system is scheduled 
to begin operation from October 2025. The subject of this article is to present 
the principles of operation of the deposit system in Poland and to indicate how 
society can engage in the functioning of this system, with the active participation 
of environmental organisations.

2. The “Plastic Directive”

The European directive known as Single Use Plastic (SUP) has been in force since 
July 3, 2019. It aims to phase out certain single-use products made from plastics 
[www 1].

The Directive’s objective is to reduce the use of the most environmentally 
polluting products listed in its annexes, as well as all products made from oxo-de-
gradable plastics and fishing gear containing plastics. According to estimates, 
single-use plastic products covered by the measures of this directive constitute 
approximately 86% of single-use plastic products found on beaches in the Euro-
pean Union [www 2].

In accordance with the directive, EU Member States are obligated to introduce 
bans and other measures aimed at reducing the use of these products. Furthermore, 
the SUP Directive aims to support a circular economy, which prioritises sustainable 
and non-toxic reusable products and reuse systems, instead of single-use prod-
ucts, primarily aimed at reducing the amount of generated waste. The Directive 
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assumes ensuring separate collection of packaging waste from single-use plastic 
bottles for beverages with a capacity of up to 3 litres (including their caps and 
lids) at a level of 77% in 2025 and 90% in 2029. The Directive prohibits the sale 
of plastic cotton buds, cutlery, straws, and single-use polystyrene cups. In addition 
to bans on placing certain products on the market, the SUP Directive obligates 
EU Member States to collect at least 77% of the plastic bottles introduced into 
circulation after 2024, with this level expected to increase to 90% in 2029.

The EU Directive on single-use plastic products recommends introducing 
solutions such as establishing deposit return systems and setting targets for sep-
arate collection in relation to the appropriate extended producer responsibility 
systems as ways to meet the challenges associated with plastic pollution of the 
environment. Importantly, the SUP Directive does not directly mandate the im-
plementation of deposit systems in EU Member States; this is only a recommen-
dation, indicating – in accordance with the spirit of EU directives – the goal to be 
achieved, without simultaneously specifying binding methods or legal instruments 
for achieving this goal [Cesarz, 2014: 188].

The Directive emphasises taking measures to promote awareness, and it in-
dicate that the role of various types of non-governmental organisations should be 
recognised and emphasised. It is assumed that Member States take measures to 
inform consumers and encourage them to behave responsibly to reduce littering 
from products covered by this directive and take measures to inform consumers 
of single-use plastic products listed in part G of the annex and users of fishing 
gear containing plastics [www 1].

EU Member States are taking active measures to implement the provisions of 
the SUP Directive. For example, France mandated a reduction in the introduction 
of plastic bottles to 50% by 2030 and achieving a minimum level of returnable 
beverage packaging of 5% by 2023 and 10% by 2027 [www 3].

Currently, deposit systems function in Croatia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, 
the Netherlands, Iceland, Lithuania, Latvia, Malta, Germany, Norway, Slovakia, 
and Sweden. It is estimated that approximately 138 million people use it, and it 
ensures a return rate of 80–90% [www 4].

3. The Polish deposit system

In Poland, approximately 240,000 tons of PET bottles alone are put into circulation 
annually, of which only 50% are recycled.
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The provisions of the directive were transposed into the Polish law only by the 
Act of April 14, 2023, amending the Act on entrepreneurs’ obligations regarding 
the management of certain waste and the product fee and certain other acts [Act 
of April 14, 2023, item 877, 2023]. The Polish legislator, when designing the 
deposit system, showed certain overzealousness, as it exceeded the requirements 
of the SUP directive. The deposit system covers not only single-use plastic bottles 
for beverages with a capacity of up to 3 litres but also reusable glass bottles up 
to 1.5 litres and metal cans up to 1 litre. However, milk packaging was excluded 
from the system due to the potential contamination of this waste and hygienic 
consequences.

The deposit for PET bottles and metal cans will be PLN 0.50, and for reusable 
glass bottles – PLN 1.00 [Regulation of July 8, 2024, item 1046, 2024]. The max-
imum deposit amount is PLN 2.00 [Regulation of July 8, 2024, item 1046, 2024].

Consumers will not be required to show a receipt to obtain a deposit refund. 
Any reservations by entrepreneurs making the deposit refund conditional on 
presenting a receipt will not be effective. This follows directly from Article 40 g 
paragraph 1 point 4 of the Act on Packaging and Packaging Waste Management 
[Act of June 13, 2013, item 927, 2024].

According to the Act amending the Act on entrepreneurs’ obligations regard-
ing the management of certain waste and the product fee and certain other acts, 
large stores with an area exceeding 200 square meters will be required to collect 
empty packaging and refund deposits. Smaller stores will collect deposits, but 
joining the packaging collection system will be voluntary in their case.

The system’s assumption is that a deposit will be collected for each beverage 
introduced to the market in packaging covered by this system. The refund of this 
deposit to the end user will also occur through the system, without the need to 
show a purchase receipt for the beverage [Act of June 13, 2013, item 927, 2024]. 
Uncollected deposits will be allocated to financing the deposit system. The de-
posit is intended to encourage the return of packaging and increase the amount 
of reused and processed raw materials used to produce packaging [Act of June 
13, 2013, Art. 40i para. 4, 2013].

The assumptions of the Polish deposit system are based on the principle that 
when purchasing a beverage in packaging with a logo, a deposit will be collected 
from the customer. The deposit is to be added to the price of beverages only at the 
checkout. All commercial units, regardless of their area, if they offer beverages in 
packaging covered by the system, will collect deposits, with the business profile 
of a given store being irrelevant – only the products offered matter.
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Packaging covered by the system will be appropriately marked with the de-
posit system logo. It will not be possible to collect a deposit for packaging without 
a logo, so it will not be possible to obtain a deposit for bottles purchased before 
the system comes into effect. A deposit can be collected when returning packaging. 
When returning packaging to recover the deposit, showing a receipt will not be 
required. Packaging can be returned at any collection point. Packaging should 
not be crushed before being handed over to the collection point. This represents 
a significant difference from how society has been educated so far, requiring the 
crushing of plastic bottles primarily so that more could fit into the waste bag and 
consequently onto the waste collection vehicle – which in practice reduces waste 
transport costs.

A requirement was introduced to create at least one stationary point for 
collecting packaging and packaging waste covered by the deposit system in each 
municipality. It will be possible to create points for collecting empty packaging 
outside commercial units.

An important element of the system will be entities operating the deposit sys-
tem. According to Article 40 g paragraph 2 of the Act on Packaging Management, 
the deposit system is operated by a representing entity that meets the conditions 
specified in the act:

1.	 is a joint-stock company with its seat in the country, established by entities 
introducing products in beverage packaging or directly introducing prod-
ucts in beverage packaging, or representing their employers’ associations or 
chambers of commerce;

2.	 its shareholders are exclusively the entities mentioned above;
3.	 members of its supervisory board, members of its management board, or its 

proxies have not been convicted by a final court judgment for an intentional 
crime or intentional fiscal crime;

4.	 has not been finally convicted under the provisions of the Act of October 
28, 2002, on the liability of collective entities for acts prohibited under the 
threat of penalty;

5.	 fulfills the obligations specified in the act, and revenues obtained from busi-
ness activities are allocated exclusively to statutory purposes;

6.	 exclusively performs the activities related to packaging and packaging waste 
management and organising and operating the deposit system;

7.	 has an appropriate permit and required share capital (of at least PLN 
500 000).
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The representing entity has ownership rights to waste from the packaging 
collected within the deposit system operated by this entity. The representing 
entity that collected packaging or packaging waste from packaging covered by 
the deposit system from this entity is obligated to refund the deposit to the entity 
that refunded the deposit to the end user.

In case of an operation of more than one deposit system, representing entities 
operating these systems are obligated to establish among themselves, through a writ-
ten agreement in paper or electronic form under penalty of invalidity, the conditions 
for settling the collected and refunded deposits and settling and exchanging packag-
ing or packaging waste collected within the deposit systems operated by them. The 
agreement is concluded before the launch date of each subsequent deposit system.

The representing entity that concluded the agreement is obligated to provide 
a copy of this agreement no later than within 14 days from the date of its con-
clusion to the minister responsible for climate affairs.

The representing entity within the deposit system ensures:
1.	 selective collection of packaging and packaging waste to achieve the re-

quired levels referred to in Annex 1a to the act;
2.	 collection of packaging and packaging waste from retail and wholesale 

trade units and other points collecting packaging and packaging waste cov-
ered by the deposit system;

3.	 transport of packaging to the entity introducing products in beverage pack-
aging or directly introducing products in beverage packaging and packaging 
waste to the waste processing facilities;

4.	 maintaining records and preparing reports;
5.	 settling deposits with retail and wholesale trade units and other points col-

lecting packaging and packaging waste covered by the deposit system, par-
ticularly financing the deposit payments for end users;

6.	 financing costs of collecting packaging and packaging waste by entrepre-
neurs operating retail and wholesale trade units and other points collecting 
packaging and packaging waste covered by the deposit system.

The costs of these activities are financed by the entities introducing products 
in beverage packaging and directly introducing products in beverage packaging. 
The financial settlement between retail and wholesale trade units and other points 
collecting packaging and packaging waste covered by the deposit system and the 
representing entity, as well as between representing entities operating different 
deposit systems, occurs within a settlement period not longer than one month.



The Impact of the Deposit System on Society and Environment

211

The permission to operate a deposit system is issued upon application by 
the representing entity. Operating a deposit system requires obtaining a permit 
issued by decision by the minister responsible for climate affairs. The permission 
to operate a deposit system is issued for a specified period, not longer than 10 
years from the launch of the deposit system.

The entities introducing products in beverage packaging and directly introduc-
ing products in beverage packaging are obligated to place marking on packaging 
indicating coverage by the deposit system and specifying the deposit amount. 
Throughout 2024, 8 applications from 8 companies seeking the status of the 
representing entity were submitted to the Minister of Climate and Environment. 
Currently, 5 companies have received permits to operate deposit systems [www 5].

It appears that the shape of the system proposed by the legislator and the 
role of the representing entities assumed in it does not provide for an important 
issue, which is ensuring space for managing the waste collected within the deposit 
system. No provision requires that the representing entity must have installa-
tions allowing for the management of waste collected within the deposit system. 
Therefore, it should be assumed that the representing entities will currently seek 
waste managers with whom they will sign contracts for waste management. The 
problem is that the waste management (not only these, but all, regardless of how 
valuable material they may constitute on the market) will have to be paid for, 
and the costs of the system operation are to be covered by uncollected deposits – 
probably the amount of funds obtained in this way will not cover the management 
costs. It can be assumed that the representing entities will want to transfer waste 
for management free of charge, so that managers can obtain funds either from 
further transfer of waste for recycling or from trading in documents confirming 
recycling (DPR). However, such action is legally questionable, considering that it 
is not possible to perform waste management services free of charge (at zero rate). 
Even if the waste in question is only collected by another entity, this undoubtedly 
constitutes waste management, which should lead to accepting waste according 
to the applicable price list.

It is also worth noting that nearly one in four Poles (23%) has never heard 
of the deposit system and does not know that it will begin operation this year. 
A similar number of people believe that the problem of littering public areas with 
waste hardly exists in Poland. Among the litter we most often see in forests, parks, 
and on the streets, we primarily mention cigarette butts (39% of respondents see 
them “a lot” and “daily”), small alcohol bottles, so-called “małpki” (25%), and 
PET plastic bottles (24%) [Pawłowski, 2025].
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4. The deposit system in the selected EU countries

The Polish deposit system is modeled on solutions introduced in other EU states, 
particularly on the German system. A mandatory deposit system was introduced 
in Germany in 2003. Initially, it covered single-use packaging for mineral water, 
beer, and carbonated beverages. In the subsequent years, deposits began to apply 
to additional packaging.

In Germany, two deposit systems are primarily distinguished – for single-use 
and reusable packaging. The first type consists mainly of single-use plastic bottles 
and beverage cans, which are subject to a deposit of 25 euro cents. Their distribu-
tors are obligated to accept completely emptied packaging free of charge. Reusable 
packaging (including glass bottles) is subject to a deposit of 8–15 euro cents. In their 
case, distributors must accept only those emptied packages that they introduced 
into circulation. This means that in Germany, almost every type of bottle (plastic 
and glass) and beverage must be returned to the store. Packaging return takes place 
in special machines located near or inside larger stores, and in smaller stores – in 
a designated place near the checkout. The machine provides a refund in the form of 
a voucher to be used for shopping in a specific store branch. Each deposit packaging 
must have appropriate marking enabling identification of the deposit type. The 
German system is not only about collecting packaging but also concerns recycling it. 
According to regulations, every seller must ensure the collection of all the returned 
single-use and reusable packaging and transfer them for appropriate recycling.

Another example is Sweden, which achieves one of the highest waste recycling 
levels. Sweden was the first country in the world to introduce a deposit for glass 
bottles in 1885. The modern system has included beverage cans since 1984 and 
small and large PET plastic bottles since 1994. Since last year, juice packaging 
has been included in the system, and the Swedish state monopoly store chain 
Systembolaget began charging fees for some plastic wine bottles. The Swedish Par-
liament set a goal for 90% of beverage packaging to be returned. Currently, this is 
88.5%. The deposit usually amounts to 1–2 crowns (approximately 0.4–0.8 PLN). 
Customers can recover money by putting bottles and cans into machines, which 
are usually located in grocery stores or nearby. In many locations, this involves 
the necessity of shopping for the recovered amount, though there is also the pos-
sibility of donating the recovered money to charity.

In Sweden, the private company Returpack AB, created by three industry 
organisations associating producers of beer and non-alcoholic beverages, is re-
sponsible for organising the deposit system for packaging. The company has its 
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own PET bottle processing plant in Norrkoping and also promotes bottle returns 
through social advertising [www 6].

Deposit systems already operate in Scandinavian countries, Slovakia, Ro-
mania, and Estonia. Countries such as France and Italy have not yet decided to 
introduce them.

5. The role of non-governmental organisations in creating 
an “Ecological Society”

The theoretical framework for understanding the role of non-governmental organi
sations in environmental policy implementation is grounded in the governance 
theory, especially through the lenses of multi-level governance (MLG) and network 
governance.

Multi-level governance is a concept that emerged from policy debates and 
from the restructuring of political systems, emphasising the vertical integration of 
governance across multiple levels – local, regional, national, and internation-
al – and the involvement of diverse actors, including NGOs, in decision-making 
processes [Partelow et al., 2020]. It recognises that environmental policies often 
require coordination between different levels of government and non-state actors 
to be effectively implemented, highlighting the importance of communication 
and cooperation across these levels. MLG assumes that better vertical integration 
enhances governance effectiveness, allowing top-down policies to be adapted and 
implemented at local levels where NGOs often play a critical role. This framework 
is especially useful for understanding how international or national environmental 
policies translate into local action through the participation of NGOs and other 
stakeholders [Paavola, 2015; Di Gregorio et al., 2019]. On the other hand, network 
governance complements MLG by focusing on the horizontal relationships and 
interactions among actors within governance systems, including NGOs, govern-
ment agencies, and private stakeholders [Partelow et al., 2020]. It highlights how 
NGOs and other actors form decentralised, pluralistic networks that facilitate 
information sharing, social learning, and collective action outside traditional hi-
erarchical government structures [Di Gregorio et al., 2019]. Network governance 
theory examines the structure and quality of connections among actors, showing 
how these influence policy outcomes and implementation effectiveness [Wang, 
2021]. This approach underscores the agency of NGOs and their capacity to in-
fluence environmental governance through partnerships and alliances.
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Together, these theories provide a comprehensive framework for analys-
ing the complex roles NGOs play in environmental governance, emphasising 
their participation in multi-level, networked processes that transcend traditional 
state-centric policy models. This reflects a shift towards more inclusive, adaptive, 
and collaborative governance arrangements necessary to address complex envi-
ronmental challenges, such as the deposit system. These theoretical frameworks 
provide the foundation for understanding how NGOs operate in practice within 
the deposit system context.

Non-governmental organisations play a significant role in promoting and sup-
porting the deposit system [Buijs et al., 2024]. Their activities encompass public 
education, monitoring of system operation, and initiatives for its expansion and 
efficiency improvement. The role of non-governmental organisations in creating 
an “ecological society” is particularly crucial in relation to the deposit system 
implementation and encompasses several key areas.

Education and shaping social awareness constitute the fundamental area of 
activity for environmental organisations [Fien, 2002]. These entities conduct 
educational programs, information campaigns, and workshops that increase 
the society’s knowledge about environmental threats and promote responsible 
attitudes toward the natural environment. Through social education, they con-
tribute to building ecological awareness, which is the foundation for the devel-
opment of an ecological society [Heimlich, Ardoin, 2008: 216]. In the context 
of the deposit system, these organisations play a crucial role in explaining the 
principles of operation, benefits for the environment, and practical aspects of 
participation. They organise workshops in schools, local communities, and work-
places, explaining how the system functions, where packaging can be returned, 
and what environmental benefits result from active participation [Kollmuss, 
Agyeman, 2002: 251].

The mobilisation of society to action, in which organisations arrange civic 
actions such as protests, petitions, cleaning of green areas, or legislative initiatives 
that engage local communities and encourage active participation in environ-
mental protection [Mariyam, Satria, Samsudin, 2023: 112], is equally important. 
Environmental associations often operate locally, allowing their members to ac-
tively participate in decision-making and implementation of pro-environmental 
actions. In the deposit system context, NGOs organise campaigns promoting pack-
aging return, coordinate establishment of additional collection points in coop-
eration with local governments and mobilise citizens to actively use the system 
through competitions, challenges, and community initiatives.
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The influence on policy and monitoring of government actions represents 
another crucial dimension of NGO activity. Non-governmental organisations serve 
as “guardians” of ecological policy implementation, monitoring the actions of gov-
ernments and institutions, as well as influencing the formation of environmental 
protection law and policy at local, national, and international levels [Mariyam, 
Satria, Samsudin, 2023: 113–116]. Through lobbying, social consultations, and 
social campaigns, they force changes towards sustainable development and nature 
protection. Regarding the deposit system, NGOs monitor the effectiveness of imple-
mentation, evaluate the achievement of collection targets set by law, conduct inde-
pendent assessments of system operation, and advocate for improvements in legal 
regulations and expansion of the system to include additional types of packaging.

Cooperation and partnership building constitute the final essential element 
of NGO activity. Environmental organisations often create civic coalitions that 
combine different groups and resources for more effective environmental ac-
tion. Partnership between the public sector and non-governmental organisations 
is crucial for developing and implementing comprehensive, socially acceptable 
environmental protection plans [Scott, 2015: 18–19]. In relation to the deposit 
system, cooperation between NGOs, representing entities, local governments, 
and commercial units enables the creation of an effective network of collection 
points, ensures broad social acceptance of the system, and facilitates information 
exchange about best practices and encountered difficulties.

The activities of non-governmental organisations are crucial for the success 
of the deposit system because they ensure social legitimacy, civic oversight, and 
continuous improvement of its operating mechanisms. Without their involvement, 
the system could remain merely a “dead letter” legal provision, failing to deliver 
the expected environmental and social benefits. Non-governmental organisations 
act as a bridge between formal legal regulations and practical implementation, 
ensuring that the deposit system becomes not only  a legal obligation but also 
a socially accepted and actively supported environmental protection tool.

Based on the presented analysis, non-governmental organisations are indis-
pensable in fostering an ecological society by bridging policy frameworks and 
community action. Their multifaceted roles, ranging from public education and 
awareness-raising to active mobilisation and vigilant monitoring, ensure that envi-
ronmental initiatives like the deposit system transcend legal obligations to become 
socially embraced and effectively implemented. By facilitating cooperation among 
citizens, governmental bodies, and commercial entities, NGOs enhance transpar-
ency, legitimacy, and responsiveness within the environmental governance.
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6. Conclusion

The deposit system is an effective legal and social instrument for reducing pack-
aging waste and for promoting a circular economy, as confirmed by experience 
in various EU countries and currently being implemented in Poland. The Polish 
deposit system, which covers a broader range of packaging types than the mini-
mum requirements of the Single Use Plastic Directive, has the potential to achieve 
high collection rates and to significantly reduce the environmental pollution from 
beverage packaging.

It is essential to emphasise the key role of NGOs in the system’s success. 
Through public education, community mobilisation, monitoring, and partnership 
building, they bridge the gap between  the legal framework and practical results. 
They contribute to raising environmental awareness,  ensuring social acceptance, 
and fostering active citizen participation in packaging return activities. Further-
more, NGOs’ oversight and advocacy activities enhance transparency, accounta-
bility, and continuous improvement of the system’s operation.

Nevertheless, challenges remain – including ensuring adequate waste man-
agement infrastructure and ensuring cooperation among various stakeholders. 
The participatory approach embodied in the Polish deposit system, supported by 
the active involvement of NGOs, promises to deliver significant environmental, 
social, and economic benefits.
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