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Execu've summary 
 

COEX and the Container Refund Scheme   

Queensland's Container Refund Scheme, operating as Containers for Change under the 
management of Container Exchange (COEX), has established itself as one of Australia's 
most e?ective and fastest-growing container recycling programs.  

Since its launch in November 2018, the scheme has grown to more than 2.1 billion 
containers returned annually at more than 380 locations across Queensland. 

Operating model and approach   

COEX's not-for-profit, producer responsibility operating model provides distinct advantages 
over alternative approaches used in other jurisdictions. As both scheme coordinator and 
network operator1. This model reduces structural ine?iciencies, allows for data integration 
and provides a consistent customer experience. In addition, and importantly given 
Queensland’s geographic spread, allows for investment in areas that may not be 
commercially viable under for-profit models.  

The scheme o?ers multiple container return options for consumers and businesses, 
including full-service depots, self-service machines in retail environments, 24-hour bag 
drops, mobile collections, and home and business pickup services. These options make 
the scheme more accessible and provide participants with their return channel of choice. 

The Queensland scheme is also the first and only scheme in Australia to include wine and 
spirit bottles as eligible containers. 

A challenge faced by all Australian refund schemes is the lack of onshore recycling capacity 
for certain materials, particularly aluminium and liquid paperboard. A strategic, 
collaborative approach from all stakeholders is key to addressing this issue.  

Performance and e9iciency   

The Queensland scheme has two legislated targets to be achieved each financial year: 

• Operating with at least 307 container refund points. 
• A container recovery rate of at least 85%.  

Container Exchange reached the legislated target of 307 container refund points within nine 
months of the scheme’s inception. As of February 2025, the network has grown to 383 
container return points across all Queensland’s regions. 

COEX continues to focus on network expansion, particularly in densely populated urban 
areas despite significant planning challenges and restrictions across many of Queensland’s 
Local Government Areas.  

 
1   COEX is appointed by the Queensland Government to administer Containers for Change. COEX contracts 
network operations to more than 80 businesses across the state.    
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Queensland is the only state that does not have a planning exemption for container refund 
points. This creates unnecessary red tape, delaying higher recovery rates. 

Despite these challenges to network expansion, the recovery rate has grown consistently 
year-on-year, outpacing comparable schemes in New South Wales and Western Australia 
over the past 18 months.  

COEX operates one of the most cost-e?ective container refund schemes in Australia, at a 
competitive cost of 20.3 cents per container returned. This is particularly notable, given the 
unique geographical challenges faced in Queensland for businesses. For COEX, this 
increases the cost of delivering recycling infrastructure and transporting returned 
containers, particularly in remote areas.    

Challenges to achieving the 85% target   

There are key barriers at state and local government level that prevent the scheme from 
reaching the legislated 85% recovery target: 

• regulatory and planning challenges preventing the expansion of the network, 
particularly in urban areas with low recovery rates. 

• the opt-in nature of the scheme for businesses and other commercial environments 
that prevent the capture of high volumes of containers consumed out of home. 

• the lack of waste management practices at government-owned and operated sites 
to establish a standard for sustainable waste separation. 

• an absence of a consistent outdoor recycling plan to collect containers consumed 
in public spaces that are often disposed of in bins destined for landfill. 

Return rates by region show that urban areas, particularly Brisbane and the Gold Coast, 
have the lowest recovery rates despite accounting for approximately 56% of total container 
volume, representing the most significant opportunity for growth in the statewide recovery 
rate.    

Notably, no Australian container refund scheme has yet reached 85%, even South 
Australia’s 48-year-old scheme sits at 74.7%, highlighting the ambitious nature of 
Queensland’s target.  

Key recommendations to the Committee    

COEX proposes the following recommendations to the Committee to enhance recovery 
rates and strengthen the scheme.  

Scheme Administration: 

1. Rea?irm commitment to the existing not-for-profit model that ensures clear 
accountability, with one organisation accountable for the scheme and service 
delivery to all Queenslanders. (page 16)  

2. Continue to support the integration of scheme coordination and network operating 
model. (page 16) 
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Driving Growth: 

3. Implement a statewide policy framework to ensure local governments align with 
planning exemptions for container return points in other states. 

4. Encourage scheme-eligible container collection in waste management practices at 
government-owned and operated sites (e.g. Departments, statutory authorities, 
health and correctional facilities) to establish a standard for sustainable waste 
separation. 

5. Implement policies that encourage medium and large workplaces to add container 
collection into their existing waste management plans. 

6. Establish container collection in licensing requirements for the hospitality industry 
and permit requirements for events.   

7. Encourage local governments to partner with COEX and prioritise approval of 
Container Exchange Points in key public spaces. 

8. Review Queensland Waste Levy structure to ensure it is maximising incentives to 
reduce containers from landfill. (page 23) 

 Driving Circular Economy Outcomes   

10. Explore strategic options and innovation funding to expand Queensland's domestic 
processing capability, particularly for aluminium and liquid paperboard. (page 16)  

11. Review the legislative requirement for COEX to only sell scheme materials to 
onshore entities, especially where no onshore recycling and remanufacturing 
solution exists, to improve e?iciency. (page 16)  

12. Create incentives for international recycling operators to establish onshore facilities 
in Queensland for materials otherwise only recyclable o?shore. (page16)  
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COEX and Containers for Change 

Key insights  

• Strong growth and impact: Containers for Change has grown year on year since 
scheme inception and is approaching a milestone of 10 billion containers collected 
through container refund points and $1 billion paid in refunds since launch in 2018.   

• Significant employment and economic contributions: With more than 380 refund 
points and operations across Queensland, the scheme has created more than 1580 
local jobs and supports individuals, charities, community groups, social enterprises 
and businesses.   

• Strong circular economy impact: The scheme ensures 100% of all containers 
collected are recycled. Glass has an 88% recovery rate, with 100% of this material 
recycled in Queensland.   

• Less litter: 60% less beverage container litter since launch in 2018.  

Background and governance  

About Container Exchange (COEX)   

COEX is the Product Responsibility Organisation appointed by the Queensland Government 
to manage and grow the Containers for Change scheme. The organisation's governing 
purpose is to reduce beverage container litter, increase recycling e?orts, and help the 
community benefit through the participation of charities, community groups, and not-for-
profit organisations in the scheme.   
  
Launched on 1 November 2018, with 252 refund points, COEX has grown the network to 
more than 380 sites spanning the length and breadth of Queensland.    
  
COEX's not-for-profit status enables investment in areas that may not be commercially 
viable in a for-profit model, ensuring all Queenslanders can access the scheme's benefits.    
  
COEX’s vision is that "no container goes to waste," reflecting the role it plays in the circular 
economy and supporting the goal to remove eligible, recyclable containers from landfills.    
  
COEX Governance   
Container Exchange is a not-for-profit, member-based company limited by guarantee. The 
two founding members are beverage manufacturers Coca-Cola Europacific Partners 
Australia Pty Ltd and Lion Pty Ltd.    
  
The COEX Board is comprised of nine non-executive directors with a mix of independent 
and beverage manufacturer representatives, with broad and extensive experience across a 
range of sectors and skills relevant to governing an organisation such as COEX. The 
Queensland Government approves the appointments of the Chair and Community 
Director.   
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COEX provides monthly and quarterly performance reports to both the Minister for the 
Environment and Tourism, Science and Innovation, and the Department, reflecting the 
strategic plan, operations, performance against targets and achievements.    
  
The Story So Far  
In its formative stage, COEX focused on establishing the operational framework necessary 
to deliver the scheme across Queensland's diverse geography. This included developing the 
initial network of container refund points, implementing the financial settlement system, 
and creating the governance structures required for e?ective scheme management.   
 
This early phase was characterised by rapid deployment of infrastructure and systems, with 
COEX working closely with the Queensland Government to ensure the scheme's legislative 
objectives were met. This also required COEX to overcome a range of challenges, whilst 
navigating the complexities of implementing a statewide container refund scheme.   
 
After its formative phase, COEX worked on growing and improving the scheme by:   

• Adding more refund points to serve more communities across Queensland.   
• Upgrading systems and training to improve organisational knowledge and 

responsiveness. 
 

Strong operator and community feedback on COEX’s approach in the initial years of the 
scheme prompted a range of strategic organisational and operational changes. These 
changes significantly improved relationships with key stakeholders, which contributed to 
substantial network growth.    
 
COEX remains focused on strategic innovation to drive scheme improvements. Key 
initiatives include:   

• Enhancing customer experience through mobile apps and digital payments.   
• Partnering with local councils, businesses, and community groups to drive 

engagement.   
• Testing new refund point models based on community needs.   
• Exploring new end use opportunities for scheme materials.   
• Leveraging data to improve e?iciency, coverage, and environmental outcomes.   
• Maturing awareness and participation rates for wine and spirit containers.  

 
These initiatives, coupled with a focus on continuous improvement, contribute to COEX’s 
Net Promoter Score of 49 and customer satisfaction of 89%, as of January 2025. 

Financial management and funding  

COEX operates as a Product Responsibility Organisation, which is funded by beverage 
manufacturers who sell drinks in eligible containers under the Containers for Change 
scheme. These manufacturers currently pay an average fee of 13.3 cents per container sold 
into Queensland, which covers the cost of recovering and processing each returned 
container. COEX does not receive government funding, making it entirely industry-funded 
and self-sustaining.  
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The refund amount for all container refund schemes in Australia is set by each state and 
territory government, with all current and upcoming schemes o?ering a 10-cent refund per 
eligible container.  
  
To ensure financial stability, COEX maintains su?icient cash reserves to cover current and 
projected operational costs. As Containers for Change grows, so does the volume of 
returned containers and the associated costs of running the scheme. These costs include 
handling fees paid to refund point operators, logistics, and processing expenses.  
  
The scheme’s forecasted average monthly operating costs over the next year are expected 
to be $48 million per month, increasing to $59 million per month over a three-year period as 
the forecasted recovery rate and volume of containers recycled increases. To safeguard 
against business disruptions, an appropriate liquidity threshold needs to be maintained to 
ensure that the scheme can continue to operate sustainably with no service disruption. 
This threshold is reviewed to align to current and forecasted operating conditions as 
required with these goals in mind.  
  
Cash reserves are also utilised to o?set increases in operating costs as collection volumes 
increase to mitigate against high price variability and deliver a steadier increase in the 
scheme price. This rate stabilisation method ensures large jumps in the scheme price are 
not required which would have flow on e?ects right through the beverage industry value 
chain and ultimately impact prices charged to Queenslanders.  
  
COEX also invests in initiatives that support local governments, state-owned facilities, 
charities, community groups, schools, and businesses. These initiatives help improve 
container recovery rates and Queenslanders benefit from the 10-cent refund system.  

Plans for future growth 

Continuous progression towards recovery rate growth remains a constant focus for 
Container Exchange. Each year COEX presents its forward-looking strategic plan, 
operational plan and budget to government for approval.  

The FY26-28 Strategic Plan focuses on three key strategic priorities that will deliver 
continued year-on-year growth in the recovery rate.  

Strategic Priority #1: Partner for Growth - Expanding the network and growing the 
recovery rate remains the critical priority.  

With government support, COEX will continue to rapidly expand the network of container 
return points and strategic partnerships. The strategy of introducing smaller-format return 
channels in targeted underperforming regions across South East Queensland, together with 
organic growth in existing site operations, will accelerate the growth of the recovery rate. 
This, coupled with widening partnerships with the waste sector, will be critical to injecting 
Containers for Change into the waste management process and ensuring no container goes 
to waste. 
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Strategic Priority #2: Network of the Future – Transformation of the network to 
maximise impact and improve operational e9iciency.  

COEX will continue to support the current network and will focus on maximising organic 
growth opportunities across Queensland. In addition, COEX will invest in transforming the 
network to drive e?iciency and enable future-state growth. 

Strategic Priority #3: Core Foundations – Enhancing the core foundations that underpin 
the schemes operations. 

With one eye on the future, COEX will enhance its core foundations to ensure that as the 
scheme grows, it has the right systems and processes in place to ensure continued 
e?icient and e?ective delivery of strategic and operational goals. 

Opera'ng model and approach 

Key insights  

• Not-for-profit model drives benefits for all Queenslanders: the scheme invests in 
network expansion, community initiatives and increased accessibility, benefiting 
Queenslanders rather than shareholders.   

• Remote and regional service provision: Service delivery to low-population, 
remote communities not commercially viable under profit-driven models.  

• Social enterprise integration: Partnerships with social enterprises prioritise social 
outcomes alongside operational e?ectiveness.  

• Sole accountability: Scheme administration and network operations share a direct 
line of accountability, eliminating the ine?iciencies in split models. 

Containers for Change: How it works   

Containers for Change is designed so that all Queenslanders can share in its 
environmental, social and economic benefits. Consumers receive 10-cent refunds for each 
eligible container returned and can choose to keep their refund or donate it to a charity, 
school or community group.   
 
The scheme is funded by beverage manufacturers, who cover the cost of container refunds 
and scheme operations.   
 
 
 
 
 
  



   
 

9 
 

Figure 1: How it Works   
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Scheme principles  

Queensland's scheme has been designed based on core principles that position 
Containers for Change as best in class, while fulfilling the legislative requirements of the 
Waste Reduction and Recycling Act 2011. These principles have driven the scheme's 
success and di?erentiate it from other container refund schemes across Australia.   
 
Figure 2: Container Exchange scheme principles   

 

 
 
 
 

Not-for-profit model delivers greater value  

Containers for Change operates under a model where both scheme coordination and 
network operations are managed under a single organisational structure. Unlike split 
models used in other states, where separate entities manage administration and network 
operations, this integrated approach ensures a more e?icient, accountable, and 
sustainable system.   
 
By streamlining administration, integrating operations, and operating as a not-for-profit, 
COEX delivers greater environmental, social and economic benefits while ensuring long-
term scheme e?ectiveness. This model maximises value for Queenslanders and is better 
suited for future growth.    
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approach while engaging consumers, businesses, and community groups in 
container recycling. 

Ensuring effecCve processing and recycling 

Containers for Change provides a clean and reliable source of materials, supporting the 
circular economy and remanufacturing sector. COEX is legally required to ensure that every 
eligible container returned through the scheme is recycled and does so through a network 
of accredited recyclers.  

All COEX-accredited recyclers are required by legislation to be onshore entities however, 
under Australian export laws, recyclers can sell materials to o?shore buyers if necessary. 
This is particularly relevant for materials such as aluminium and liquid paperboard, where 
Australia lacks su?icient onshore capacity. This means these materials must substantively 
be processed overseas, a challenge faced by all Australian container refund schemes. 

To improve e?iciency where there is onshore recycling capability, COEX has established 
Direct Sales Agreements with recyclers and remanufacturers for specific materials. These 
agreements ensure that recycled materials remain in Australia, accelerating the time it 
takes for containers to be reprocessed and reused.  

One example is COEX’s glass recycling agreement in South East Queensland, where all 
glass bottles returned between Bundaberg and Coolangatta are sent directly to a local 
recycling facility. This allows scheme glass to be turned into a new bottle in as little as three 
days.  

An additional benefit of COEX’s not-for-profit operating model is that revenue from material 
sales is used to partially o?set operational costs, with $33m generated in FY24.  
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Figure 4: What happens to containers collected  

 

 

 

Network development and accessibility 

The launch of Containers for Change in November 2018 introduced container recycling to 
many regional and remote communities for the first time. Since then, COEX has made 
substantial investments to ensure that Queensland’s vast geography does not limit access 
to the scheme.  

By February 2025, the network had grown to 383 container return points, exceeding the 
legislated target of 307 by 76 sites (a 25% increase). Containers for Change is represented 
in all regions stretching from the Torres Strait Islands in the north to the NSW border in the 
south and as far west as Normanton and Birdsville, ensuring access across urban, regional, 
and remote communities.  

The container return points are owned and operated by 85 di?erent operators, including 
small and medium enterprises, social enterprises, charities and community groups. 
COEX's operational model has helped create more than 1,580 local jobs as of FY24. This 
includes employment opportunities across 13 social enterprises, such as Substation 33 
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and IMPACT Community Services (outlined in Appendix 1), which earned more than $7.6 
million in handling fees last financial year. 

To cater to di?erent consumer preferences and enhance customer convenience, COEX 
o?ers multiple return options, for example:  

• Full-service drive-in depots with machine or manual counting.  
• Self-service Reverse Vending Machines in depots, shopping centre car parks, retail 

shopfronts, and stand-alone locations.  
• 24-hour bag drop facilities allow customers to return containers anytime.  
• Mobile refund points servicing regional and remote areas on scheduled days.  
• Home collection services are now available in 1,111 of Queensland’s 1,117 

suburbs.  

For commercial collections, COEX partners with not-for-profit, social enterprise, 
government and corporate sectors.  From 2023 to 2024, commercial partner return volumes 
more than doubled to 136% volume growth year on year. As of end of February 2025, more 
than 2,000 commercial partners participate in the Containers for Change partners program, 
including 966 education facilities, 392 multi-unit dwellings, and 120 hospitality venues as 
well as all major theme parks and stadiums across Queensland.   

In a recent survey, active partners reported a 90% satisfaction rating with the Containers for 
Change partners program. Beyond the partners program, the current network of operators is 
active in partnering with local businesses, community groups and sports clubs to drive 
local commercial participation.   

COEX has also expanded access for First Nations Local Government Areas, with return 
points operating in 15 out of 17 LGAs, including remote locations in the Torres Strait. In FY24 
container volume collected from these communities rose by 34.9%.    

By expanding recycling access in regional and remote areas, COEX ensures that all 
Queenslanders can participate in the circular economy, reducing waste and keeping 
valuable materials in use, whilst benefitting from the 10-cent refund. 

State by state comparison of Australia’s container refund schemes  

Queensland’s model provides wider reaching environmental, social and economic 
outcomes compared to alternative models used in most other Australian states.   
 
Unlike all other states and territories that have implemented or are soon to implement 
container refund schemes, only Queensland and Western Australia have adopted not-for-
profit administration and operational models for scheme management and governance, 
prioritising community benefit over commercial gain.  
 
For-profit schemes are driven by shareholder returns and often focus on high-density areas 
where commercial viability is strongest. In contrast, COEX’s not-for-profit status ensures 
equitable access, balancing financial sustainability with strong social and environmental 
outcomes for all Queenslanders, regardless of location or economic status. 
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TOMRA Cleanaway (for 
profit)  
 

Tasmania  May 2025  Recycle 
Rewards  

TASRecycle  
(not-for-
profit) 

TOMRA Cleanaway (for 
profit)  
 

 
*Queensland is the only scheme to include wine and spirits in its range of eligible containers 
**Queensland and Western Australia are the only schemes which feature a not-for-profit scheme administrator and 
network operator model  
 

RecommendaCons 

COEX recommends the following policy and regulatory actions to enhance scheme 
performance:  
 
Preserve and promote the proven operating model  
Queensland's integrated approach to scheme management has delivered strong results 
and should be maintained. COEX recommends the government:  

• Rea?irm commitment to the existing not-for-profit model that ensures clear  
accountability, with one organisation accountable for the scheme and service 
delivery to all Queenslanders.  

• Continue to support the integration of scheme coordination and network operating 
model.  
  

Support expanded onshore processing capacity  
While the closed-loop glass recycling demonstrates excellent circular economy outcomes, 
limitations exist in Australia's capacity to process other materials. COEX recommends the 
government:  

• Explore strategic options and innovation funding to expand Queensland's domestic 
processing capability, particularly for aluminium and liquid paperboard.  

• Review the legislative requirement for COEX to only sell scheme materials to 
onshore entities, especially where no onshore recycling and remanufacturing 
solution exists. 

• Create incentives for international recycling operators to establish onshore facilities 
in Queensland for materials otherwise only recyclable o?shore.  
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Performance and efficiency 

Key insights  

• Year on year growth for Queensland: Queensland’s scheme has delivered strong 
year-on-year growth, recording a recovery rate of 67.4% in FY24. 

• Significant expansion of refund points: COEX has exceeded its legislated target of 
307 sites, growing the network to 383 container refund points across urban, 
regional, and remote Queensland. 

• Challenges in urban areas: Brisbane North (54%), Brisbane South (62.6%), and the 
Gold Coast (67.5%) have the lowest recovery rates, presenting the biggest 
opportunity for growth in the statewide recovery rate. 

• Strong regional performance: Central Queensland has achieved the 85% recovery 
target, while Far North and North Queensland are close behind. 

• Higher per capita container collection than NSW and WA: Despite being 
introduced later, Queensland’s scheme now collects more containers per person 
than comparable programs in New South Wales and Western Australia. 

Australia’s fastest growing scheme  

Queensland's recovery rate has grown consistently year-on-year, reaching 67.4% in FY24, 
representing one of the steepest growth trajectories of any Australian container refund 
scheme.  

In FY24, 2.1 billion containers were returned through the scheme, an increase of more than 
200 million units, representing a substantial 10.5% increase from FY23, partially supported 
by the inclusion of wine and spirits into the scheme.  

This growth is notable given the geographic challenges unique to Queensland. The 
scheme's continued volume growth reflects both e?ective management and growing 
community engagement. 

Queensland performs strongly compared to other states 

When benchmarked against comparable container refund schemes in Australia, 
Queensland continues to demonstrate strong growth and leadership in recovery rates.  

Despite operating in a more geographically dispersed state and including wine and spirit 
bottles in its eligible container range, Queensland has maintained year on year recovery 
rate growth while outperforming New South Wales and Western Australia in several key 
metrics. 

• Queensland’s recovery rate has grown year-on-year, growing from 64.3% in 
December 2023 to 67.6% in December 2024, a percentage point increase of 3.2 
from the previous year. 

• NSW’s recovery rates declined from 68% in December 2023 to 67.2% in 
December 2024. 
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• WA has shown more modest growth, increasing from 64% in December 2023 to 
65.7% in December 2024. 
 

Figure 6: Rolling recovery rate comparison with comparable Australian Container Refund Schemes (%) 1,2

 

*Note: (1) NSW and WA are the two most comparable Australian Container Refund Schemes to Queensland. NSW 
has a comparable population density, WA has an identical scheme model, and both scheme jurisdictions have 
similar times in the market. (2) Recovery rates are displayed from January 2023.  

Regional performance and analysis 

Recovery rates vary significantly across Queensland regions, which impacts the ability to 
achieve the legislated statewide target of 85%.  

Regional areas including Far North, Central and North Queensland achieve higher recovery 
due to their integrated container return infrastructure and strong community engagement 
with the scheme. 

South East Queensland (Brisbane North, Brisbane South and Gold Coast) accounts for 
approximately 56% of container sales but has the lowest recovery rates, making it the best 
opportunity to deliver growth in the statewide recovery rate. This region has significant 
barriers to growth including regulatory and planning challenges, and a lack of participation 
across commercial and government-owned and operated sites. 

Addressing low recovery rates in South East Queensland is also required to futureproof the 
scheme as predicted population increases would compound the existing challenges to 
container collection in high-density urban areas. 
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Environmental and behavioural factors that influence the performance  

There are multiple environmental and behavioural factors that influence the performance of 
container refund schemes. Understanding the key levers that both encourage and 
discourage participation are critical to sustained growth in the recovery rate.  
 
Environmental:  

• Age of scheme: there is a direct correlation between the age of container refund 
schemes and their recovery rates.  

• Economic climate: current economic climate and conditions.  
• Weather: extreme weather conditions (temperature and rain).  

 
Behavioural:  

• Environmental attitudes: recycling practices and cultural/social norms towards 
recycling and the environment continue to increase.  

• Ease and convenience: the process of engaging and participating within an opt-in 
scheme must be easy and convenient.  

• Scheme awareness and trust: consumer awareness, education and understanding 
of the scheme is critical to initiating and deepening participation.  

• Value for e?ort: the e?ort to reward ratio must be perceived as worth it, providing 
the right financial, social or environmental reward to encourage sustained 
participation.  

• Positive experiences: the scheme and network experience are satisfying and 
minimise the potential for participation lapse.  

There is no ‘silver bullet’  

While the Queensland recovery rate has seen year-on-year growth, bridging the remaining 
gap to reach 85% recovery will require strategic interventions and coordinated e?ort from 
all parties involved.  
 
Addressing barriers and achieving sustainable growth requires a strategic partnership 
approach between COEX, the Queensland Government, and industry. While COEX 
continues to grow recovery rates within areas of its direct control, collaboration is required 
to close the gap to the 85% target.  
 
A range of initiatives that can be sponsored by the Queensland Government are needed to 
increase and sustain container recovery rates. Successful programs worldwide 
demonstrate that multiple strategies must be used to achieve long-term improvements. 
Queensland's approach must continuously evolve to adapt to regulatory changes, 
population shifts, and consumer behaviours.  
 
The 10-cent refund amount is set by the Queensland Government. Any consideration of a 
refund rate increase must factor the economic impact on beverage manufacturers who 
fund the scheme, along with the subsequent flow-on e?ect to the consumer via an increase 
in the retail price of beverages. 
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