Excess Packaging: Trading Standards Survey

The Survey

A nationwide survey of Trading Standards offices was conducted to investigate their activities in relation to excessive packaging.  200 branches of Trading Standards were sent a letter asking the following questions:

•
How many complaints has your office received about excess packaging in the past year, and how many of these have come from members of the public?

•
In how many cases have you prosecuted companies following breaches of packaging regulations?

•
In cases where prosecutions were not pursued, how many were resolved through mediation outwith the courts or other methods?

•
How many repeat cases are you aware of involving the same company?

Summary of Findings

Key Points:

· Nearly 200 individual complaints about excess packaging were recorded in the past year by Trading Standards offices.

· 40% of Trading Standards offices surveyed received complaints about excess packaging.
· Just 4 prosecutions for excess packaging were recorded by Trading Standards officers. 

A total of 157 Trading Standards offices responded to the questions asked.  Of these, 62 said they had received complaints regarding excess packaging in the past year.  194 complaints were recorded in total, with 99 of these (51%) coming from members of the public.  Complaints also came about as a result of Trading Standards pro-actively pursuing cases, or from other sources such as a BBC investigation, which prompted one case in Liverpool.

Just 4 cases, brought by 3 Trading Standards branches, resulted in producers being prosecuted for over-packaging.  5 cases were still under investigation at the time of the survey.  These cases were not restricted to the past year, unlike the number of complaints recorded.  

Resolution by mediation was more common.  In total, 102 cases had been resolved by mediation, discussion of complaints, written warnings and similar.  Repeat offending does not appear to be a major issue, with just 7 councils recording multiple offences by the same company.

Several of the letters included statements supporting the view that the regulations used to police excess packaging are ineffective:

Wiltshire County Council: “there are numerous problems with enforcement”

West Berkshire Council: “these regulations are difficult to enforce given the definition of what is excessive.”
South Ayrshire Council: “there is little real impact that the regulations are having on reducing the problem.”
Conclusions

The picture painted by these survey results is one of relatively low public action, combined with active but ill-equipped Trading Standards offices.

Just 51% of complaints pursued by Trading Standards officers originated from members of the public: 99 complaints, to 44 different branches Trading Standards.  This relatively low level of complaints shows that, while excess packaging may be a cause of annoyance for members of the public, they are not currently taking steps to report over-packaged goods on a large scale.  

It may be the case that excess packaging is not seen by the public as a ‘typical’ issue for Trading Standards, like faulty goods or cowboy builders.  This perception could have contributed to the relatively low level of complaints recorded.  

Given more useful information on what constitutes excess packaging and what people can do about it, there is a probability that the public response could increase significantly.  Encouragingly, this point is something that some Trading Standards offices seem to have recognised for themselves.  Hampshire and Rotherham Trading Standards have both run campaigns to raise public awareness, while the survey response of South Ayrshire Trading Standards indicated an intention to promote the issue.

In the absence of widespread consumer complaints, Trading Standards officers have been taking the initiative.  In Northamptonshire, where an above average 6 complaints were received from members of the public, 21 cases had been resolved by mediation, most of which originated from other sources.  A similar case was seen in Rotherham, where 4 cases were pursued without a prior complaint being received.  This suggests that Trading Standards officers are not waiting for the public to lodge complaints before acting, which is encouraging.  

However, the comments in the survey responses, some of which are quoted above, clearly indicate that Trading Standards officers are being hindered by the Packaging (Essential Requirements) Regulations.  The comments reflect a view that, while Trading Standards officers are ready and willing to tackle cases of excess packaging, they are currently lacking the right tools for the job.

Recommendations

· The Packaging (Essential Requirements) Regulations must be reformed to give Trading Standards officers greater power to tackle excess packaging producers.

· The Government must do what they have failed to do in the past and make tackling excess packaging a specific priority for the Trading Standards service.

· An information campaign should take place to encourage the public to report cases of excess packaging to Trading Standards.
Appendix: Summary of Survey Findings

	
	Total responses
	Total Complaints
	Complaints from public
	Prosecutions
	Mediation
	Repeat Cases

	No. of cases
	N/A
	194
	99
	4
	102
	16

	No. of Trading Standards branches
	157
	62
	44
	3
	33
	7


� The Rogers Review of Local Authority Regulatory Priorities (2007) stated that policing excess packaging was a “non-priority”.  No mention was made of packaging in the ‘2005-06 Central Government Priorities for the Trading Standards Service’.





