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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

4

Single-use cups are one of the top 
ten items found littered in the Danish 
environment. They are typically made 
from plastic or plastic-lined cardboard 
and on average are used for around 15 
minutes, after which they are dis-
carded. Some of them end up polluting 
the environment, including the ocean. 
Oceana estimates that around 390,000 
single-use coffee cups discarded in 
Denmark end up directly in the sea. 

Plastic pollution is a global challenge 
that affects the health and resilience 
of our ocean and has wide-ranging 
consequences for marine ecosystems 
and the species that live in them. 
Plastic can last hundreds of years in 
the marine environment and never 

fully disappears. Eventually, plastic 
degrades into microplastics that can 
work their way into the food chain.

At least 50% of all plastic found on 
European beaches is single-use plastic 
such as bottles, cups, food contain-
ers, and bags for crisps and sweets. 
If current trends continue, the global 
production of plastic is expected to in-
crease fourfold by 2050, and the plastic 
polluting the world’s ocean is expected 
to increase accordingly. Researchers 
emphasise that the challenges cannot 
be addressed simply by cleaning up and 
increasing recycling. To resolve the plas-
tic crisis, both plastic production and 
consumption must be reduced. 

Danes are buying more and more takeaway food and drinks. The latest 
figures from Statistics Denmark’s consumer survey show a 25% increase 
in the average household’s annual consumption of takeaway food in the 
period 2016-2019.1 Rising purchases of takeaway food mean that the 
consumption of single-use packaging and tableware rises accordingly.

Looking at the total consumption of single-use tableware in Denmark, 
recent information from the Danish Environmental Protection Agency 
shows that Danes use 300 million plastic cups and 150 million food 
containers each year (Table 1).2 Cups account for the largest quantity of 
these items by weight, with an estimated 3272 tonnes used annually. 

The solution lies at the source of the 
problem: we must “turn off the tap” 
on the flow of plastic, and drastically 
reduce both production and consump-
tion, particularly of single-use plastic. 
In order to move away from products 
that are used only once and for a brief 
period of time, we must eliminate 
unnecessary wrapping and packaging 
whenever possible, while shifting to 
reusable solutions such as refillable 
coffee cups that are far less likely to 
end up in nature.

A survey commissioned by Oceana 
shows that the Danish population is 
deeply concerned about the environ-
mental problems posed by plastic. 
Nine out of 10 Danes agree that 
single-use plastic should be phased 

out as much as possible. The survey 
also shows that Danes are predomi-
nantly positive towards measures that 
would ensure changing from single-
use coffee cups and other disposable 
packaging to reusable alternatives.

At the same time, specific legislative 
measures are being implemented in 
neighbouring European countries in 
support of phasing out disposable 
products and changing to reusable 
alternatives. Moreover, specific reuse 
solutions are being developed, such as 
refillable coffee cup systems, indicating 
that switching to refillable cups and re-
usable packaging for takeaway is real-
istic. However, this requires that these 
solutions be supported by appropriate 
regulatory and policy initiatives.

Danes use large quantities of single-use packaging for takeaway food and beverages. 

One of the most striking examples concerns single-use coffee cups. A survey carried 

out for Oceana by KantarGallup estimates that Danes use around 130 million single-

use cups each year for coffee alone. 

Danish consumption of single-use plastic

From single-use to multiple-use

Oceana recommends setting a political goal of completely 
phasing out the use of single-use coffee cups, with an inter-
mediate target of having 50% of all cups on the market be 
refillable by 2026, and increasing to 80% by 2030. Oceana 
also recommends adopting specific legislation that supports 
reducing the use of single-use cups and shifting to multiple-
use solutions, including legal requirements for takeaway 
outlets to offer customers a refillable option for takeaway 
coffee and banning single-use tableware when food and 
drinks are consumed ‘on-site’ in cafés and restaurants.

50% of all cups 

80% of all cups 

on the market should be refillable by 2026

on the market should be refillable by 2030
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2 THE PROBLEM:

CONSUMPTION OF SINGLE-USE TAKEAWAY PACKAGING

Single-use plastic items Tonnes Million 
items

Single-use cutlerya  827 200 

Platesa  562 44 

Strawsa 146 377

Stirrersa  27 52 

Food containers, beverage containers and 
cups for beverages made of expanded 
polystyrene, including their covers, caps 
and lidsa 

79 16 

Food containers (e.g., salad boxes and 
other takeaway food boxes)b 2998 150

Plastic beverage cups (e.g., for soft drinks, 
draught beer, etc.)b c 3272 300

Table 1. Use of single-use plastic tableware in Denmark. Source: The Danish 
Environmental Protection Agency, 2020.2

Coffee cup and plastic cup on ice.  
Copenhagen, Denmark. 

a Products subject to a ban as of 3 July 2021 under the EU Single-Use Plastics Directive 
(EU) 2019/904. The ban applies only to certain plastic products and not, for example, 
single-use tableware made of wood or bamboo.

c It is not apparent from the Danish Environmental Protection Agency’s report whether 
this figure includes cardboard coffee cups lined with plastic or only single-use cups made 
entirely of plastic.

b Products covered by a requirement to reduce consumption under the EU Single-Use 
Plastics Directive (EU) 2019/904.

Example: The single-use coffee cup

One of the best examples of our throw-away 
consumption is the single-use coffee cup. Most 
single-use coffee cups are made of plastic or of 
plastic-lined cardboard (which makes the card-
board waterproof) and have a plastic lid. Such 
cups are used for an average of 15 minutes and 
then discarded as litter.3 It is estimated that 
less than 1-3% of single-use coffee cups are 
recycled,4  partly because the composite nature 
of plastic-lined cardboard coffee cups makes 
them difficult to recycle.

Denmark has the fourth highest per capita 
consumption of coffee in the world, and every 
Dane drinks an average of four cups of coffee 
per day.5 Oceana estimates that Danes use 
130 million disposable coffee cups a year.

This figure is based on a survey carried out by 
KantarGallup for Oceana, which asked a rep-
resentative sample of the population about 
their use of disposable coffee cups.6 If laid 
end-to-end, 130 million cups would stretch 
from Copenhagen all the way to Cape Town. 
Globally, over 500 billion disposable cups are 
consumed annually, of which between 250 
and 300 billion are plastic-lined paper cups.7

million cups 
130 
would stretch from 
Copenhagen
all the way to  
Cape Town, if laid 
end-to-end

© OCEANA / Naja Andersen

Single use coffee cup lying in the street next to a bike.
Copenhagen, Denmark. 



7

The consumption of single-use cof-
fee cups is associated with a high 
consumption of resources, both for 
production and disposal. Life-cycle 
analyses show that the climate foot-
print from 1000 single-use plastic-
lined paper cups is 63 kg of CO2e, 
which corresponds to driving 350 
km in an average car.8 This means 
that the climate footprint from the 
consumption of single-use coffee 

cups alone in Denmark is about 
8000 tonnes of CO2e each year. 

The high level of consumption of 
single-use coffee cups and ta-
keaway packaging is also a major 
problem for our environment, 
particularly in the marine realm. 
Around the world, single-use cups 
are one of the most commonly 
found items littered on beaches.7 

Cardboard exterior:  
Paper/cardboard exterior may be 
made from virgin or recycled pulp.

Plastic coating:  
The inside of the cup is lined with 
low-density polyethylene (LDPE) 
plastic.

Plastic lid:  
The lid of the cup is usually made of 
100% plastic, either polystyrene (PS) 
or polypropylene (PP).

Plastics to go:  
The composition of a single-use coffee cup

© OCEANA / Nicolas Fournier

Marine litter in the sea at the port.  
Sète, France. 

According to recent research estimates, at least 15 million tonnes of 
plastic end up in the ocean each year.12 This is roughly equivalent to two 
garbage trucks full of plastic being emptied into the ocean every minute. 

Eighty percent of the plastic that ends up in the ocean comes from land, 
with larger plastic litter such as drink bottles and plastic packaging being 
the main contributor, whereas a minor percentage comes from at-sea 
sources such as fishing or recreational boats.13 Most of the plastic that 
reaches the ocean is transported from land to coastal and marine envi-
ronments by wind or storms directly from urban environments, through 
sewer systems or through rivers and estuaries.14,15  

At least 50% of the plastic found on beaches in Europe is single-use plas-
tic, such as disposable packaging for food and beverages.16

The geographic characteristics of Denmark – specifically, its long 
coastline and the fact that nowhere in the country is more than 50 km 
from the coast – increase the risk that plastics and other waste from the 
countryside or urban environments end up in the ocean. 

Compared to many other countries in the world, Denmark has good 
waste collection. Nevertheless, plastic from Denmark still goes directly 
into the ocean. Even though only a small proportion of all waste is not 
managed in Denmark, high levels of consumption and waste production 
per capita mean that plastic directly pollutes the marine environment in 
Denmark, as in other affluent countries whose populations live near the 
coast.17 A peer-reviewed scientific study published in Science in 2020 
estimates that, on a global scale, 19-23 million tonnes of plastic ended 
up in freshwater and marine ecosystems such as streams, rivers and 
oceans in 2016.18 This equates to 11% of all plastic worldwide.  
The study calculated country-specific estimates of the discharge of 
plastic to marine environments for 173 countries, including Denmark, 
for the period 2016-2030. According to this study, a total of 9125 
tonnes of plastic waste were discharged directly from Denmark into 
its aquatic environment – both freshwater and marine – in 2020.19 
This is the equivalent of around 608 garbage trucks full of plastic  
being emptied into the ocean from Denmark every year.

Plastic pollution of the Danish marine environment

At least

end up in the ocean each year
15 million tonnes 

of plastic 

This is equivalent to

being emptied into  
the ocean every minute 

2 garbage trucks 
full of plastic 

© OCEANA / Silvia García

Plastics on the beach.

The most recent figures from the Danish Environmental Protection 
Agency show that the total amount of plastic packaging on the 
Danish market increased by almost 30% in the period 2014-2018.11

Around

of all plastic produced today

is used for packaging

1950 1970 1990 2010 2030 2050
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global trend:
(million tonnes)

Source: UN environment programme and GRID-Arendal 
(2016): Marine Litter, Vital Graphics.

Global plastic production is expected 
to increase fourfold by 2050 based 
on current projections.10

6
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3 SINGLE-USE PLASTIC

IN THE MARINE ENVIRONMENT

In Denmark specifically, single-use 
cups are among the 10 types of 
plastic that are found most fre-
quently in nature.9  Together with 
other types of takeaway packa-
ging, they pose a particular pro-
blem, precisely because they are 
designed to be used on-the-go and 
so are often made of lightweight 
materials that easily blow away.
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There are no official figures or stud-
ies about the volumes and types of 
single-use plastic and other plastic that 
pollute Denmark’s marine waters. 

A study commissioned by the Norwe-
gian Environment Agency has used 
literature studies, data collection, and 
modelling to estimate the amount of 
single-use plastic that becomes litter in 
Norway and the percentage of these 
products that ends up in the marine 
environment for a number of specific 
product categories, including single-use 
cups and their lids.4 

The Norwegian estimates are con-
sidered a useful starting point for a 
Danish estimate, as the two countries 
are deemed comparable in terms of 
consumption, behaviour, and the gen-
eral level of waste management.

The point of departure for the Nor-
wegian study is the assumption that a 
large part (~90%) of the products that 
are initially littered will be picked up by 
street cleaning and sweeping services 
in Norway. For the remaining 10%, it is 
assumed that, for most product catego-
ries, 50% will enter the marine environ-
ment (through drains, canals, rivers, or 
direct disposal in the ocean).4 

The Norwegian study estimates that 
approximately 6% of all single-use 
cups become litter in urban areas or 
nature, which is slightly more than 
for other disposable plastic products 
such as straws, cutlery and food 
containers.4 The study also estimates 
that just over 0.3% of all single-use 
cups used in Norway eventually enter 
the marine environment.4

When disposable packaging such as 
single-use cups and other types of 
single-use plastic products enter the 
ocean, the plastic can last for hundreds 
of years and will never fully disappear. 

Plastic has many directly harmful 
effects on the marine environment, 
where it poses a threat to a wide range 
of animal species that can be entangled 
or suffocated by pieces of plastic, or 
ingest plastic waste either by accident 
or because they mistake plastic for 
food. When plastic is ingested, animals 
die slowly of starvation because their 
stomachs are eventually filled with 
plastic and therefore have no room 
for food, or because the plastic causes 
other injuries such as blockage, perfo-
ration, or rupture of the stomach and 
intestines. About 700 marine species 
and more than 50 freshwater species 
are known to have ingested or become 
entangled in macroplastic.21,22 

Flexible plastic (such as the film-like 
plastic coating from coffee cups) is 
responsible for the largest share of 
deaths related to waste in the marine 
environment, primarily because of gas-
trointestinal problems. Objects such as 
plastic bags, films, and packaging have 
proven lethal and especially danger-
ous for whales and sea turtles. Pieces 
of hard polystyrene (PS), polypropyl-
ene (PP), or polyethylene terephthal-
ate plastic (PET), which are used for 
cup lids and single-use cups for cold 
beverages, are particularly dangerous 

They don’t degrade in the natural environment: Single-use plastic made of ‘biodegradable’, ‘compostable’ 
or ‘bio-based’ plastic does not solve the problems, as their complete degradation in the marine environ-
ment is not guaranteed.29 ‘Bio-based’ plastic is made of plant-based material such as grain or corn, but does 
not necessarily biodegrade in nature and may persist in the environment in the same way as ‘conventional’ 
fossil-based plastic. ‘Biodegradable’ or ‘compostable’ plastic can be fossil or plant-based and may in theory 
be degraded by micro-organisms, but most such materials can only be degraded in industrial facilities 
where plastic is exposed to conditions not found in the natural environment (e.g., high temperatures). 
These materials may not degrade by themselves in a natural land-based or marine environment and thus 
constitute a threat to biodiversity and the environment on a par with other plastic products. 

They contain toxic chemicals: New research also shows that many of these materials contain hundreds of 
toxic chemicals, including endocrine disruptors.30 These chemicals likely come from the same additives as 
the ones used in ’conventional’ plastic to give them their properties, such as plasticisers and stabilisers. 

They discourage more sustainable solutions: Promotion of cups made of ‘bio-plastic’ or ’biodegradable’ 
plastic may give consumers, businesses, and decision-makers a false sense of sustainability, preventing the 
use of more sustainable solutions such as refillable containers and packaging. Moreover, some research 
indicates that consumers perceive ‘biodegradable’ packaging to be less harmful to nature, and therefore 
will be more prone to discard it improperly.31,32   

An estimate of single-use cups entering the marine environment Adverse impacts of plastic in the ocean

An estimation based on data from Oceana’s own study suggests 
that a total of 390,000 single-use coffee cups end up in the 
marine environment in Denmark each year.  

This is almost equivalent to one cup every minute. If the same 
estimate is applied to the roughly 300,000,000 single-use 
plastic beverage cups (for beer, soft drinks, etc.)20 used in 
Denmark every year, according to the Danish Environmental 
Protection Agency,2 it is estimated that approximately 900,000 
plastic cups from Denmark may pollute the ocean each year. 

single-use coffee cups 
end up in the marine 

environment in Denmark
each year

390,000

Plastic cup for juice or ice tea/
ice-coffee (with lids and straw):  

Often made of 100 % 
polyethylene terephthalate (PET).

Plastic cup for soda and beer: 
Often made of 100 % 

polyethylene terephthalate 
(PET), polypropylene (PP) or 
expanded polystyrene (EPS). 

The latter will be banned  
as of 3 July 2021.

Plastic cup used e.g. for water 
fountains in public and  

private institutions/offices: 
Most often made of  

100 % polypropylene (PP).

Single-use plastic cups for hot & cold drinks

© OCEANA / Pilar Marín

Plastic cup lid in the sand.

to seabirds, as these plastic pieces can 
float at the sea surface where the birds 
mistake them for food.23 

Plastic is found everywhere in our 
ocean, from the remotest beaches to 
Arctic sea ice and the deepest sea-
beds. An estimated 94% of all plastic 
in the ocean is found on the seabed, 
while 5% is on beaches and only 1% 
at the sea surface.13,24 The plastic de-
grades slowly into microplastics that 
never disappear completely. Micro-
plastics may act as small sponges in 
the sea, attracting harmful chemicals. 
When eaten by fish and shellfish, the 
microplastics find their way into the 
food chain.25,26,27 The full extent of the 
related long-term consequences for 
humans and animals is still unknown.

Oceana has documented the impacts 
of plastic in European waters during 
numerous at-sea expeditions over the 
past 15 years. These expeditions have 
recorded the widespread occurrence 
of plastic waste in the marine environ-
ment, including at previously unex-
plored depths of up to 1000 metres, 
confirming that plastic has already 
travelled further than humans and 
that we are facing a grave environ-
mental crisis. Oceana has highlighted 
how plastic accumulates and becomes 
trapped on the seabed and in under-
water hollows and canyons, which are 
often important habitats for fish and 
other marine animals. Once on the 
seabed, plastics are difficult and costly 

Loggerhead turtle (Caretta caretta) with 
a seriously injured back leg caused by a 

piece of plastic that was entangled.

© OCEANA / Carlos Minguell

False solutions

Key reasons why “bio-based”, “biodegradable” and “compostable” plastics 
are harmful to the marine environment

to clean up, and in many cases (such as 
in deep waters) are effectively impos-
sible to remove.24 

Detailed information on the distribu-
tion of plastics in the Danish marine 
environment is lacking, particularly in 
relation to the seabed. Available data 
on plastic waste accumulation are lim-
ited and primarily from open waters.28 
Further studies and research are need-
ed to be able to assess the distribu-
tion of plastic on the Danish seabed, 
particularly in coastal areas, and how 
it affects Danish marine ecosystems, 
including the impacts of plastic on 
specific habitats and species.



10 11

Emissions throughout the plastic life-cycle: The production and consumption of plastic contributes 
directly to climate change. Most plastics are produced from fossil fuels and greenhouse gases are emitted 
at each stage of the plastic life-cycle, including fossil fuel extraction and transport, plastic refinement and 
manufacture, plastic waste management, and potential ongoing emissions from plastics once they reach 
our landscape, waterways, and ocean.17 Many of these emissions also apply to plastics made from other 
raw materials (such as bio-plastics).

Growing share of the limited global carbon budget: The production of plastic currently accounts for 3.8% 
of global CO2 emissions, which is higher than the contribution of the aviation sector to global emissions.33  
If plastic production and use grow as currently expected, these emissions could reach 1.34 gigatonnes 
per year by 2030 – equivalent to the emissions released by more than 295 new 500-megawatt coal-fired 
power stations. By 2050, plastic will be responsible for 10-13% of the carbon budget we must maintain in 
order to avoid increasing global average temperature beyond 1.5°C (as per the Paris Agreement).17 

Bigger climate gain from prevention than recycling: The prevention of 1 tonne of virgin plastic waste re-
sults in a global reduction of approximately 4.9 tonnes of CO2e, whereas the recycling of 1 tonne of plastic 
waste results in a global reduction of approximately 0.8 tonnes of CO2e.34  

Plastic use drives climate change 

4 SOLUTIONS:

REFUSE, REDUCE, REUSE

On a global scale, only around 9% of 
all plastic ever produced is estimated 
to have been recycled.10 In Denmark, 
only approximately 30% of all plastic 
packaging was recycled in 2018.11 
However, the recycling process is 
almost always a ‘down-cycling’ process 
in which the quality of the material 
gradually worsens. This is clearly the 
case for many single-use coffee cups, 
since they are often contaminated with 
organic material (e.g., coffee, milk) and 
the composite structure of many such 
cups makes it difficult to separate the 
plastic from the cardboard. Even if we 
recycle more plastic, it will not address 

the challenges associated with the high 
consumption of resources required for 
their production and for recycling pro-
cesses, nor will recycling fully address 
the plastic pollution caused by our 
widespread use of plastic products. 

Research shows that the volumes of 
new plastic put on the market are so 
immense that clean-up activities or 
increased recycling cannot address 
the challenges associated with plastic 
pollution in general, and with plastic 
contamination of the ocean.18 

Consumption must be reduced.

Recycling does not solve the problem 
On a global scale, 
only around

In Denmark, 
only approximately

of all plastic 
ever produced

of all plastic 
packaging 
was recycled

is estimated to  
have been recycled

in

9 

30 

% 

% 

A number of measures have been 
taken at EU and national level to ad-
dress the challenges posed by plastic 
pollution. One of the most significant 
ones is the EU Single-Use Plastics Di-
rective,35 adopted in 2019, which aims 
to reduce the amount of plastic litter 
in the ocean. The Directive focuses on 
the single-use plastic items that are 
found most commonly on European 
beaches. The Directive directly bans 
several single-use plastic products, 
including straws, cutlery, and plates, 
as well as cups and food containers 
made of expanded polystyrene. While 
the Directive does not prohibit other 
single-use cups for hot and cold bever-
ages or containers for takeaway food, 
it requires Member States to reduce 
the consumption of these products. 

To implement the consumption reduc-
tion requirements for cups and food 
containers under the EU Single-Use 
Plastics Directive, Denmark has set 
a target to reduce “certain takeaway 
packaging” by 50% in 2026, as laid 
out in “The Climate Plan for a Green 
Waste Sector and Circular Economy” 
of June 2020.36 The specific items 
covered by this target are not speci-
fied in the plan nor are the measures 
to achieve it. According to the plan, 
the reduction target is to be achieved 
through voluntary sector cooperation, 
which means that it is still unclear 
what actions will be taken and wheth-
er this 50% reduction can in principle 
be obtained by replacing some single-

The most effective – and the only tru-
ly sustainable – solution is to reduce 
the production and consumption of 
plastic markedly: phasing out single-
use plastic (and other disposable 
products), avoiding the use of plastic 
and single-use packaging wherever 
possible, and switching to refillable 
and reusable alternatives when pack-
aging or containers cannot be entirely 
avoided, such as for takeaway coffee.

Coffee cups designed for refill do not 
tend to end up as litter to the same 
extent as single-use cups, not least 
because they have a higher economic 
value and are designed to be kept or 
returned to the service provider by 
consumers. Reusable cups may be 
either consumers’ own cups or refill-
able cups that are part of a deposit 
return system, in which consumers 

Existing policy measures: What has been done so far?

Why reuse and refill?

use plastic products with single-use 
products in other materials. 

Denmark also recently introduced a 
tripling of the tax on single-use items 
for disposable tableware, as well as 
a tax on carrier bags, with the aim of 
changing consumption habits. 

Existing measures are a small step in 
the right direction, but more action 
is urgently needed to achieve signifi-
cant reductions in the consumption of 
single-use plastic. Simultaneously, it 
is important to avoid merely replacing 
single-use products made of ‘conven-
tional’ plastic with disposable prod-
ucts made of other kinds of plastic or 
materials that also draw heavily on 
natural resources, or that may have 
adverse effects when they end up in 
the environment, in the same way as 
‘conventional’ plastic products. 

A report from the Pew Charitable 
Trusts from 2020 underlines the need 
to adopt a vastly greater number of 
new measures. The report estimates 
that even if all current and planned 
plastic policy measures were imple-
mented globally, it would only reduce 
the volume of plastic in the ocean by 
7% by 2040, compared to a business-
as-usual scenario. In the meantime, 
new investments will be made in new 
plastic production facilities and the 
price of virgin plastic is therefore ex-
pected to remain unchanged, which is 
expected to maintain the current high 
level of consumption.37 

pay a deposit that is reimbursed when 
they return the cup to be washed and 
reused. Whereas an estimated 6% of 
single-use cups end up as litter, the 
corresponding estimate for reusable 
cups is next to zero.4 Research also 
shows that deposit return systems 
effectively prevent plastic from ending 
up in nature, including the marine en-
vironment.9 The same effects are seen 
when packaging is subject to a tax, as 
in the case of plastic carrier bags.9  

At the same time, environmental and 
climate benefits have been demon-
strated for reusable packaging in 
comparison to single-use alternatives, 
for cases where the same packaging is 
used in a number of cycles without any 
treatment other than washing.7,38,39 

© OCEANA / Naja Andersen

Single use coffee cups in a crowded bin.  
Copenhagen, Denmark. 

© OCEANA / Naja Andersen

Single use coffee cup left in the street.

Research shows 
that deposit 
return schemes 
effectively 
prevent plastic 
from ending up  
in nature.
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Several European countries have already adopted legislative measures 
to support the phasing out of single-use products and promote reuse. 
France has prohibited the serving of food and beverages in disposable 
tableware for ‘on-site’ consumption from 1 January 2023.40 Ireland plans 
to implement the same measure and is also introducing a ‘latte levy’ on 
single-use cups, alongside an ambition to ban single-use coffee cups 
completely.41 Germany recently adopted a requirement that all cafés and 
restaurants serving takeaway food and beverages must, from 2023, offer 
customers a reusable alternative for their takeaway tableware.42

Solutions for return systems for refillable coffee cups and other take-
away packaging are seen in both Denmark and abroad. In most cases, 
these systems are still operating at a local scale. One of the most widely 
used systems is the ‘Freiburg Cup’ in the German city of Freiburg where 
more than 100 cafés (about 60–70% of all cafés in the city) are part of 
the system and use the reusable cup for their customers.43 Specific solu-
tions have also been launched in Denmark, and some coffee shops have 
decided to introduce a DKK 4 tax on single-use cups and/or to stop the 
use of single-use cups for coffee consumed in the café. 

The KantarGallup poll conducted 
for Oceana in March 2021 shows 
that Danes predominantly sup-
port measures aimed at phasing out 
single-use plastic and changing to 
reusable solutions. Ninety percent of 
Danes surveyed find that single-use 
plastic should be phased out as much 
as possible and 80% of respondents 
agree or mostly agree that dispos-
able plastic such as single-use cups is 
problematic for the environment.4 At 
the same time, 75% of respondents 

support cafés and takeaway venues 
being compelled to offer their cus-
tomers a reusable solution for take-
away food and beverages. Around 
60% of respondents agree that a 
return system for refillable coffee 
cups should be introduced and that 
they would use such a system if it 
existed. The survey also shows that 
half of the Danes surveyed would 
support an actual ban on single-use 
coffee cups. 

The study shows that the support for 
these necessary changes generally 
cuts across age groups, geography, 
and political affiliation, although 
with some variation. The results also 
show support for reducing the use of 
single-use coffee cups among those 
Danes who frequently use disposable 
coffee cups themselves. 

Legislative measures in other countries and reuse solutions for coffee cups

Danes support the phasing-out of single-use plastic and changing over to reusable alternatives

No disposable tableware

Tax on single-use cups

No single use-cups

Reusable 
alternatives

To-go outlets should offer 
costumers reusable solutions 
for take-away food and drink

AGREE
MOSTLY
AGREE

MOSTLY
DISAGREE

DON’T
KNOW

42%

DISAGREE

Single-use cups should be 
banned at large events like 
festivals and sport events

A tax on single use coffee cups 
should be introduced

A deposit return system for 
reusable coffee cups should 
be implemented

Single-use coffee cups 
should be banned

33% 7% 7% 11%

24% 25% 21% 19% 11%

28% 31% 15% 18% 8%

9%

9%

36% 26% 10% 19%

19% 33% 23% 16%

We cannot recycle our way out of plastic pollution problems.  
As described above, it is virtually impossible to effectively recycle 
takeaway packaging such as coffee cups. Even if recycling rates 
went up, this would not prevent single-use cups and other take-
away packaging from polluting natural environments, including 
our ocean. To solve the problems in earnest, we must get to the 
heart of the problem: the production and consumption of single-
use plastic must be reduced. 

A good place to start is by eliminating single-use plastic at take-
away venues, as these products are a major source of plastic 
pollution and are essentially unnecessary, because viable refillable 
alternatives exist. If reuse solutions are to be scaled up and become 
widespread, a much more ambitious approach is needed, with 
policy measures to promote the phasing-out of disposable packag-
ing and support reuse and refill solutions. 

Oceana recommends setting ambitious national targets and 
establishing concrete policy measures to reduce the use of 
single-use cups, and thus the volume of single-use cups and other 
takeaway packaging that end up in the ocean around Denmark.

Denmark should set a national goal to fully phase out single-use coffee cups, with an intermediate target of 
having at least 50% of all cups on the market be refillable by 2026, and increasing to 80% by 2030. 

Denmark could support a changeover to multiple-use products through the introduction of the following 
national legislative measures:

Prohibit single-use tableware for food and beverages consumed ‘on-site’. Make it mandatory for reusable 
tableware to be used whenever food and beverages are consumed on-site at cafés and restaurants (including 
fast food restaurants). The purpose is to support the phase-out of single-use tableware in general and to avoid 
substituting disposable plastic with single-use products made of other materials that may also be harmful from a 
climate or environmental perspective, such as single-use ‘bio-plastic’ items. 

Make reusable options mandatory at takeaway venues. Make it mandatory for all venues selling takeaway food 
and beverages to give consumers a reusable packaging option for takeaway food or beverages. 

Make reusable tableware mandatory at major events. Make reusable tableware (cups, food containers, etc.) 
obligatory at major events such as festivals and sports events. 

Introduce taxes on disposable takeaway packaging. Introduce a tax on takeaway coffee cups and food 
containers that can be avoided if the consumer brings his/her own container or uses a refillable cup or con-
tainer through a deposit return system. The purpose is to regulate consumer behaviour on a par with the 
tax on carrier bags. 

Set up deposit return systems. Support the development and establishment of new reuse and refill systems – 
such as large-scale deposit systems – for coffee cups and other takeaway containers.

Turn off the plastic tap

A national target to fully phase out single-use coffee cups

Five initiatives that could promote reusable solutions and the phasing out of single-use products

1

3

4

5

5 RECOMMENDATIONS

Single use coffee cup from Starbucks lying in the street.
Copenhagen, Denmark. 
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Oceana recommends:
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