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Presentation Overview…

• What we know about the problem
• What ISN’T being captured or reflected in the numbers

• Existing laws and programs in RI

• Why a “bottle bill”?
• What it can accomplish

• Some thoughts as we examine other states



The Problem



NBEP
Narragansett Bay Estuary Program

2022 Science Event

Macro to Microplastic in 
Narragansett Bay
October 2022

Roger Williams University

Comprehensive look at plastic pollution in 
Narragansett Bay

https://www.nbep.org/nbep-plastics-event-2022



Photos: Narragansett Bay Commission

Beverage containers clog storm drains and 
exacerbate flooding

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g8Na65o5mWE&t=3070s



Clean-up Data

Beverage containers are consistently 
one of the most commonly found 
items during neighborhood and 
shoreline cleanups

During the 2022 International Coastal 
Cleanup, over 33,000 beverage 
containers and beverage container 
pieces were collected from one-day 
cleanups covering just 1/3 of Rhode 
Island’s shoreline
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Note: Researchers estimate that anywhere 
from 40-60% of litter is “accidental” or 
unintentional



“Nips”

Over 85,000 
collected last year 
in just a few 
months



“Over 16 trillion pieces of plastic weighing 
nearly 1,000 tonnes is calculated to be stored 

in surface sediments of the Bay…”

URI study on 
microplastics in 
Narragansett Bay



Plastic has environmental impacts 
even before it leaves the store…



No “Silver Bullet” Solutions



REDUCE REUSE RECYCLE LANDFILL ENVIRONMENT







Permit fee eliminated in 2023 state budget (H5200)







Deposit Return Systems (aka Bottle Bills)

Reduce litter

• A study by the Container Recycling Institute of 
the effects of “bottle bills” when first adopted in 
the U.S. showed a consistent 70-84% reduction 
in beverage container litter and a 34-47% 
reduction in total litter.

Improve Recycling

• States with a “bottle bill” have recycling rates 
that are, on average, 2.5 times better than 
states without bottle bills.

• Materials captured by DRS are more likely to be 
effectively recycled.



Bottle Bills reduce litter…

• States with Bottle Bills reported 40% less beverage container litter in 
coastal cleanup surveys than states without Bottle Bills (2018)

• States with Bottle Bills reported a higher ratio of caps to bottles 
(2018)

*https://www.bottlebill.org/index.php/benefits-of-bottle-bills/litter-studies-in-bottle-bill-states



What is the REAL beverage container recycling rate?

• 63% (above estimate)
• 30% (minus glass, which isn’t actually recycled)
• “Recycled” can mean different things (Recycling vs “Down-cycling”)
• What about commercial recycling?? Bars, restaurants, hotels, schools?
• Well under 30% (???) once we factor in what ISN’T captured at all





As We Examine Bottle Bill Systems…

• “Redemption Rate” vs “Recycling Rate”

• Correlation does not equal causation

• Every state and country is unique



Some things that are important to us…

• Sufficient motivation: deposit value

• Sufficient convenience: number and location of redemption points
• Equity

• Reinvestment of unclaimed deposits back into system

• Oversight, system integrity and public confidence in data

What matters at the end of the day is what works



Thank you

jthorp@cleanwater.org


