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(The Environment, Climate Change and Land Reform Committee 

Green recovery 

Submission from Zero Waste Scotland 

Do the principles of sustainable development (as set out in the annexe), and those for 
a resilient recovery, as proposed by the UK Committee on Climate Change, provide a 
comprehensive framework for guiding an effective green recovery in Scotland? 

Zero Waste Scotland is strongly supportive of the sustainable development principles set out 
by the Committee on Climate Change to guide Scotland’s Green Recovery and have 
highlighted some areas for consideration under each, based on our own knowledge and 
experience. 

In addition, we propose a further principle to embed the circular economy at the heart of 
Scotland’s green recovery.  We believe this is essential to ensuring Scotland reduces its 
overall material consumption in line with planetary boundaries, as called for in SEPA’s One 
Planet Prosperity campaign.  This proposal is explored further throughout our consultation 
response. 

Use climate investments to support the economic recovery and jobs 

Zero Waste Scotland believes climate conscious investments will be essential to driving 
forward Scotland’s green recovery. Throughout the pandemic, we have maintained close 
engagement with stakeholders across many hard-hit sectors including food and drink, 
hospitality, and small business retail, and it is clear from these discussions that the energy 
and resource efficiency advice and support services, and low interest loans we and other 
agencies provide, are insufficient to the challenge many businesses now face.  More direct 
financial assistance is needed, and we are working with Scottish Government and other 
agencies to develop a series of new offerings which meet this critical need. 

Lead a shift towards positive long-term behaviours  

Zero Waste Scotland is very pleased to see the CCC highlight the need to embed travel 
avoidance and active travel behaviours which have developed during lockdown. We strongly 
agree and support the Committee’s conclusion that the public sector has a leading role to 
play.  Our own recently published research shows that by eliminating corporate travel and 
commuting during the lockdown period, Zero Waste Scotland has reduced its own carbon 
footprint by >70% on an annual basis.  We believe the same scale of savings can be achieved 
by most office-based public and private sector organisations.   

Companies have already made investments in hardware, software and training in remote 
working. Retaining the travel avoidance these investments have enabled is a win-win as 
saves considerable time and money for both employers, and employees.   

Zero Waste Scotland has already committed to offering its staff the option to work from home 
once pandemic conditions are lifted however, we recognise this may not be possible for 
everyone.  In such cases, working locally can provide the next best option to save carbon 
and costs, which is why we are exploring the idea of a national network of ‘drop-in’ public 
sector workspaces which will allow all public sector employees to find suitable office space 
close to their place of residence. 

https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/letter-building-a-resilient-recovery-from-the-covid-19-crisis-to-roseanna-cunningham-msp/
https://www.zerowastescotland.org.uk/sites/default/files/ZWS1618%20Carbon%20impacts%20of%20lockdown.pdf
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Tackle the wider ‘resilience deficit’ on climate change 

The Covid-19 pandemic and resulting lockdown has disrupted global supply chains and 
highlighted the need to build greater domestic resilience across key materials. Nowhere is 
this more important than in the food system. 

It is worth noting the speed with which so many Scottish food businesses, normally serving 
export and wholesale markets, were able to transition to direct-to-consumer (D2C) sales in 
order to plug supply gaps, and ensure Scottish producers found new routes to market for 
their (often perishable) products.  Zero Waste Scotland believes such D2C business models 
should be encouraged and entrenched as they build resiliency across the food system, and 
offer greater access to locally sourced, high quality Scottish foods. 

Another trend which has emerged in cities across the world is focused support for urban 
farming enterprises.  Urban farming can revitalise local economies and derelict land, 
providing new employment opportunities and premium produce which can be sold in local 
farmers markets, restaurants and small-scale supermarkets.  Many cities around the world, 
including Vancouver and Singapore, have actively developed streamlined support to 
encourage thriving urban farming sectors within their local economies.  In the wake of the 
global pandemic and food supply disruptions, many more cities are now turning to urban 
farming as a means of increasing food security, employment, and local resilience. We believe 
Scotland’s cities and towns could similarly benefit from such initiatives. 

Embed fairness as a core principle  

Zero Waste Scotland strongly supports this principle, and believes that a transition to a low 
carbon, circular economy cannot be successful unless it provides a brighter, better future for 
everyone. In addition to developing our own proposals for the Green Recovery agenda, Zero 
Waste Scotland has actively tracked and collated proposals coming in from organisations 
across Scotland (see figure 1), and we are heartened to see that one of the most common 
themes across all parties, is the need to improve overall wellbeing to achieve a just transition. 
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1 - Summary of Scotland's Green Recovery Ideas 

Ensure the recovery does not ‘lock-in’ greenhouse gas emissions or increased climate 
risk 

This is a critical consideration which must be at the heart of Scotland’s Green Recovery, and 
indeed, all future policy and infrastructure investment decisions.  There are two areas in 
particular which we believe are essential to delivering on this principle. 

First, we know from our own experience, that one of the primary barriers to making informed 
and effective evidence-based policy and investment decisions, is a lack of Scotland-specific 
real-world, regularly updated data.  The world is rapidly changing; a simple example is the 
rapid rate at which the UK electricity grid has decarbonised, down 50% since 2007.  Such 
enormous changes can totally change the lay of the land and render a decision which made 
environmental sense a decade ago, the wrong decision today.  As such, it is critical that we 
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continuously strive to improve the data upon which we make decisions, and revisit our 
assumptions to ensure we our policies and investments continue to drive forward Scotland’s 
transition to a low carbon and circular economy. 

Second, in order to prevent carbon ‘lock-in’ and reduce climate risk, it is essential that 
Scotland measures and takes action to reduce its entire carbon footprint, and not just those 
emissions generated within our borders.  We live in an increasingly global economy, and the 
portion of Scotland’s emissions which originate outwith our borders continues to increase as 
more of the products and services we buy are produced, and often disposed of, overseas.  

Scotland has committed to ending its contribution to climate change by 2045 however, failure 
to account for our overseas impacts could mean we inadvertently reduce our territorial 
impacts by offshoring them to other countries.  Indeed, according to the ‘Scotland’s Carbon 
Footprint 1998 – 2016 (Scottish Government, 2019), “greenhouse gas emissions embedded 
in imported goods and services from overseas (…) accounted for 51.1 per cent of Scotland’s 
carbon footprint in 2016; up from 36.5 per cent in 1998.” 

Scotland has one of the lowest carbon energy systems in the world and as such, it is better 
for the climate that energy intensive manufacturing occur within our borders than in nearly 
any other country; while this will increase our territorial emissions, it will reduce our overall 
carbon footprint, which is the true measure of Scotland contribution to climate change.  Zero 
Waste Scotland, the Committee on Climate Change, SE Link and many others therefore 
support a efforts to reduce Scotland’s carbon footprint, alongside the existing territorial 
emissions reductions target. 

Strengthen incentives to reduce emissions when considering fiscal changes 

Economic incentives are one of the most powerful drivers of climate change, but can equally 
be one of the most powerful tools to prevent it.  We note that another common theme across 
the many proposals made thus far (Figure 1), is the need to make any publicly financed 
support conditional on clear, and credible plans to decarbonise.  This is something Zero 
Waste Scotland supports wholeheartedly.   

More generally, it is imperative that we move to price carbon emissions at a level suited to 
prevent climate change.  Many organisations, including the World Bank, and the CCC, have 
noted that current UK carbon prices are far too low to achieve this objective.   

As a devolved administration, Scottish Government does not have the powers to implement 
an economy-wide carbon tax however, there are many ways in which the country could begin 
to price carbon in more targeted ways to support its emissions reduction objectives, such as 
the landfill tax which works to reduce the carbon equivalent emissions generated by landfills.   

Zero Waste Scotland believes there will be other areas where focussed market interventions 
can begin to address the carbon pricing gap while clear direction at the UK level is 
outstanding.  A steering group on carbon pricing could explore this issue in more detail and 
advise the Scottish Government on what options are available.  It could also support the 
Scottish Government to develop its position on UK-level carbon pricing, which is critical as 
the UK considers a possible replacement to the European Emissions Trading Scheme. 

 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2019/12/scotlands-carbon-footprint-1998-2016/documents/agriculture-environment-marine-scotlands-carbon-footprint-1998-2016/agriculture-environment-marine-scotlands-carbon-footprint-1998-2016/govscot%3Adocument/agriculture-environment-marine-scotlands-carbon-footprint-1998-2016.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2019/12/scotlands-carbon-footprint-1998-2016/documents/agriculture-environment-marine-scotlands-carbon-footprint-1998-2016/agriculture-environment-marine-scotlands-carbon-footprint-1998-2016/govscot%3Adocument/agriculture-environment-marine-scotlands-carbon-footprint-1998-2016.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/54ff9c5ce4b0a53decccfb4c/t/59244eed17bffc0ac256cf16/1495551740633/CarbonPricing_Final_May29.pdf
https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Vivid-Economics-The-Future-of-Carbon-Pricing-in-the-UK.pdf
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What are the key barriers to delivering a green recovery (within your sector and / or 
community)? 

The circular economy is an approach to material production and consumption designed to 
deliver the same economic outcomes, but with far fewer resources, such that we live within 
planetary boundaries. As such, it is not specific to one sector, but rather, can and must be 
applied to all sectors as part of their transition to a sustainable future. While each sector will 
have its own particular barriers to adopting circular economy principles, there are several 
common ones which we wish to highlight: 

• Carbon pricing – Too often, the obvious environmental choice is not cost competitive, 
or does not offer the pay-back period required to take business priority. To prevent 
climate change we must price carbon effectively, so that low carbon innovations make 
sense, and businesses and households have the long-term confidence required to 
make investments in low-carbon innovation, technology and infrastructure.   
 

• Data – Achieving Scotland’s world-leading ambition to end the country’s contribution 
to climate change by 2045 will require us to go further and faster in our efforts to cut 
emissions than has ever been accomplished.  To lead the world, we must have world 
leading data as this is the bedrock of informed and effective policy, infrastructure and 
investment. Our ability to drive the change we want will always be limited by our ability 
to understand and measure the world around us. The circular economy in particular, 
requires us to develop a material understanding of our economy so that we can find 
synergies, focus innovation and research, and identify new economic opportunities to 
keep resources in use for as long as possible, at the highest value possible.  To that 
end, Zero Waste Scotland is in the process of developing Scotland’s first Material 
Flows Account.  This will be a major step in the right direction, but it will not be the last. 
 

• Direct, targeted financial support – Zero Waste Scotland and other enterprise 
agencies throughout Scotland already offer a wide range of advice, support, and 
funding opportunities to enable businesses to identify and implement energy and 
resource efficiency improvements.  Prior to the pandemic, those offered by Zero Waste 
Scotland were well-subscribed, and we will continue to offer these to support 
Scotland’s net zero ambitions.  However, it is apparent that at this time of economic 
disruption, many businesses need more immediate and direct financial support if they 
are to carry forth environmental improvements; while energy and resource efficiency 
measures can cut costs and make businesses more competitive, multi-year payback 
periods are insufficient when businesses are focused on their immediate survival.  
Zero Waste Scotland is already working with Scottish Government to consider how it 
can redeploy its staff, funding and effort to better address this immediate need. 

What key policies, actions and immediate priorities are needed to deliver a green 
recovery (within your sector and / or community)? 

While circular economy principles and approaches can deliver major economic and 
environmental benefits in every sector of the economy, Zero Waste Scotland has identified 7 
policy areas we believe must be central to Scotland’s Green Recovery, and its objective to 
end the country’s contribution to climate change by 2045.  These are summarised below. 
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Sector Opportunities 

The Built Environment 

The construction sector is the largest consumer of resources in Scotland and generates 
>50% of all its waste. With 2.5 million existing homes, 200,000 non-domestic buildings, and 
a wide range of infrastructure assets, further adoption of circular practices within the built 
environment will slash the construction industry’s carbon and ecological footprint. 

Virtually all new buildings built today are designed for a life span beyond 2045, however, few 
are designed to be whole-life carbon neutral, consistent with the Scottish Government’s 2045 
net zero commitments. Designing modern buildings and building materials for longer use, 
reuse and repurposing is fundamental to the on-going development of the circular economy 
in Scotland, and the achievement of the country’s climate objectives. 

A circular approach to Scotland’s Energy Transition 

Scotland’s ongoing transition to a renewable energy system represents a major material 
transformation, as fossil-fuelled assets are retired and replaced with a growing network of 
dispersed renewable energy infrastructure. A circular economy approach to this material 
transition, and the ongoing management of renewable energy infrastructure, will generate 
major economic and environmental benefits. 



ECCLR/GR/083 
 

7 

The scale and continuity of decommissioning and repowering activity across the energy 
sector can support a thriving reprocessing industry in Scotland. Domestic refurbishment, 
remanufacturing and recycling of end-of-life energy infrastructure will not only provide 
valuable components and materials for Scottish industries, but will do so at a lower carbon 
cost, creating significant employment opportunities in the process. It will also help Scotland 
safeguard against future shortages of critical materials commonly found in many renewable 
energy assets (e.g. nickel, cobalt, neodymium, lithium). The circular economy expertise 
Scotland develops in managing its own renewable energy transition and assets will have 
considerable economic value abroad, as every country follows a similar transition.  A hitherto 
unexplored opportunity to apply circular economy thinking is in the transport sector which 
currently represents the single largest source of emissions in Scotland, and over the next few 
decades, will undergo the same material transition from fossil to renewable energy already 
well underway in the energy sector. 

Scotland’s Bioeconomy 

Scotland’s natural resources have always been central to its prosperity, and the country’s 
most important and iconic industries, from agriculture, to aquaculture, to whisky depend on 
them. As industries seek to decarbonise by transitioning from fossil, to bio-based fuels and 
feedstocks, demand for these resources will increase. 

Integrating circular principles and practices into Scotland’s bioeconomy will not only ensure 
domestic natural resources continue to be sustainably managed, but also that they are used 
to the greatest economic and environmental benefit. In fact, this process is already well 
underway, with organisations like Zero Waste Scotland, working to quantify and characterise 
the estimated 27 million tonnes of available, but underutilised, organic residues, by-products 
and wastes, helping give rise to a new generation of innovative bioeconomy businesses.  

In fact, Scotland is already home to a wide range of world-class innovative bioeconomy 
businesses, which are finding new ways to make use of underutilised or wasted biological 
resources.  As the world faces growing demand for bio-based resources, finding new ways 
to unlock value from previously overlooked materials will be critical, and solutions developed 
in Scotland can not only be scaled to generate new economic opportunities, but can also be 
exported abroad 

Innovation in the bioeconomy will be particularly important to decarbonising Scottish 
agriculture which currently generates nearly a quarter of all Scottish emissions. Recently, 
Zero Waste Scotland published ‘The Future of Food: Sustainable protein strategies around 
the world’, which described how a growing number of countries have developed, or are in the 
process of developing, sustainable protein plans as a means to help guide their transition to 
a low carbon food system.  

Developing Scotland’s domestic reprocessing 

Scotland recycled 7.1 million tonnes of waste (61%) in 2018, and aims to recycle 70% by 
2025, however, much of this material is exported for reprocessing abroad. 

Domestic reprocessing underpins the circular economy and resource stewardship while 
protecting the environmental and delivering cost benefits. Scotland’s world-leading 
renewable energy system makes it ideal for reprocessing, as secondary materials can be 
produced at the lowest possible carbon impact. 

https://www.zerowastescotland.org.uk/sites/default/files/ZWS1508%20The%20Future%20of%20Food%20%5BProtein%5D%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.zerowastescotland.org.uk/sites/default/files/ZWS1508%20The%20Future%20of%20Food%20%5BProtein%5D%20FINAL.pdf
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Successful domestic reprocessing will rely on a combination of supply-side drivers to assure 
scale, quality and consistency of material inputs, and demand-side drivers to create domestic 
markets for the resulting secondary materials. 

The built environment, energy sector and bioeconomy all have important roles to play, as 
they can not only provide the necessary scale and consistency of end-of-life feedstock, but 
also the demand for the resulting reprocessed materials. This can then be leveraged to 
support reprocessing of other material streams such as commercial and household waste. 

Opportunities exist for steel reprocessing utilising waste steel from redundant oil field 
infrastructure using electric arc furnace technology with the output material being used in the 
expanding offshore wind masts. 

PET plastic bottles arising from the proposed Deposit Return Scheme could similarly be 
reprocessed into recycled PET for future bottles to support the soft drinks industry in Scotland 
reduce their carbon footprint, with additional plastic feedstock from other sources. 

CE Enablers 

CE skills and education 

The circular economy transition promises to create tens of thousands of new jobs resilient to 
technological change and offshoring, and spread across areas and occupations with 
persistently high unemployment. To ensure Scotland has the necessary workforce to take full 
advantage of the economic opportunities presented by the circular economy, it must become 
embedded across the entire educational system – spanning from primary school, high school, 
university to lifelong learning and skills development. 

Building on the Circular Economy Skills Partnership, led by Zero Waste Scotland, which 
enables Scotland-wide collaboration between schools, colleges and universities, and industry 
and third sector bodies there needs to be better integration of circular economy principles 
across education and skills training to capture new economic opportunities for circular 
products and services across sectors and at all levels. 

Parallel to this is the need for an increased focus on research to shape new solutions to 
supply and demand dynamics to reduce consumption including material innovation, system 
thinking, product design, behavioural physiology, and business management. Harnessing the 
skills and expertise of Scotland’s academic institutions in a new suite of courses and research 
programmes coupled with industry partners would drive a much greater take up of circular 
economy approaches. 

Carbon pricing 

Carbon pricing, a cost that is applied to carbon pollution, is essential to addressing the climate 
crisis and financing the transition to a resilient, low carbon circular economy. While a growing 
portion of global emissions now fall under some form of carbon pricing, current values in the 
UK remain well below the £30-£60/tonne range endorsed by the UK’s Committee on Climate 
Change (2019) and the World Bank (2019) as necessary for meeting the Paris Climate 
Agreement. 
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When carbon is sufficiently and comprehensively priced, industry will be drawn to where 
energy is least carbon intensive; having invested to create one of world’s lowest carbon 
electricity grids, Scotland is ideally positioned for this future, and should be a leading 
advocate for it. 

Additionally, sufficient carbon pricing is needed to dampen the impact of commodity price 
volatility and assure businesses and consumers of the long-term viability of low-carbon 
investments. The recent and dramatic drop in oil price during the pandemic for example, will 
negatively impact pay-back periods and businesses cases for everything from electric 
vehicles, to heat pumps, to plastic reprocessing plants. 

Public projects and procurement decisions should be based on carbon pricing aligned with 
achieving the Paris Agreement unless and until real world pricing attains that level. 

Existing environmental taxes such as the landfill tax and proposed UK Plastic Tax could be 
reformed to directly reflect carbon impacts in order to ensure emissions savings are not 
incidental. A carbon tax on incineration should also be considered, with the variable cost of 
waste management passed on to households via a ‘pay-as-you-throw’ system to incentivise 
greater recycling and waste reduction. 

Other options for increasing recycling and reuse could be in the re-introduction of Recycling 
and Reuse Credits whereby the net savings from avoided disposal are paid to the recycling 
and reuse business to incentivise activity through increased revenues. In the past these 
Credits have successfully supported community-based organisations establish local 
schemes supporting employment and training opportunities. 

To support further re-processing capacity in Scotland we could learn from the success in 
commercialising renewable energy, achieved through time limited subsidy support. The 
underlying reason for supporting recycled content supply is the same as for renewables: 
recycled plastics have lower environmental impacts and a smaller carbon footprint than virgin 
plastics. California’s policy of funding in-state plastic reprocessors and users of recycled 
content is a model that could be adapted for Scotland. 

Circular procurement 

Integrating circular economy criteria into public and private procurement to promote services 
over ownership, prioritise reuse, repair and remanufacturing of assets, is an important 
enabling measure for transitioning to a circular economy and addressing the climate 
emergency. This is recognised in the 2019/20 Programme for Government, which highlights 
the value of public procurement in Scotland is around £11 billion each year (10% of Scotland’s 
gross domestic product). 

Zero Waste Scotland’s ‘Procuring for Repair, Reuse & Remanufacture’ report identified 13 
categories and commodities that the public sector procures, where circular economy options 
exist. Analysis of spend data indicated these categories have a total value of £1.1 billion. 

As well as strengthening shorter, more localised supply chains for reuse, repair and resupply 
the adoption of a more proactive circular public procurement strategy will also stimulate 
economy wide circular products and services to scale. 
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How should the 2021/22 Budget support a green and sustainable recovery and avoid 
locking in carbon; and what funding is needed in the ECCLR portfolio to deliver a green 
and sustainable recovery? 

As described under previous questions, Zero Waste Scotland: 

• Supports the general call that conditional criteria be placed on all public green 
recovery plan funding.  This should require recipients to have in place clear and 
credible carbon reductions plans, and the systems in place to monitor and report on 
their progress. 
 

• Proposes establishing a carbon pricing steering group be established to explore 
what options are available to Scottish Government to price carbon to prevent climate 
change, and support development of a Scottish position towards a possible UK 
replacement to the ETS. 
 

• Suggests direct funding support be increased to enable Scottish businesses to 
continue to invest in energy and resource efficiency measures during this period of 
economic uncertainty. 

General response 

Zero Waste Scotland strongly support the Scottish Government’s Green recovery agenda, 
and the principles which underpin it.  We know that the road to a more sustainable future 
offers many new opportunities for Scotland which will improve its economic resilience and 
social wellbeing.  We further suggest the additional principle to embed the circular economy 
at the heart of the green recovery. 

The circular economy prioritizes resource stewardship over resource consumption. This 
means taking better care of our products and re-injecting their materials back into the 
economy at their end-of-life. Developing the necessary domestic industries to reprocess and 
redeploy these valuable resources will create new jobs and businesses, reduce Scotland’s 
reliance on virgin materials from abroad, as well as exposure to geo-political and supply chain 
disruption.  

By reducing demand for virgin resources, a circular economy can also protect Scotland’s 
natural environment for all to enjoy, maintaining the nation’s reputation as a clean and 
attractive place to visit, live and work. A circular economy is also a powerful tool for helping 
Scotland meet its commitments to the Sustainable Development Goals 

Scotland has long been recognised as a global champion for a more circular economy, laying 
a path which many countries have subsequently followed. In 2016, the Scottish Government 
published Making Things Last, one of the world’s first national strategies for a circular 
economy. The following year at the World Economic Forum in Davos, the Scottish 
Government received the Global Circular Economy award in recognition of its pioneering role 
in this field. 

Building on past successes, the circular economy can play a central role in Scotland’s 
Economic Recovery from the Covid-19 pandemic, creating new jobs and economic 
opportunities, improving our resilience to future shocks, and ensuring the Scotland which 
emerges is built back greener and better. 


