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Canary Wharf Group’s (CWG) Breaking The Plastic Habit (BTPH) campaign launched on World 

Environment Day, June 2018. Curbing a micro-city’s addiction to single-use plastics (SUPs) is 

by no means easy, but the stakeholder community of Canary Wharf were actively looking for 

ways to do this. CWG’s response was to develop Breaking The Plastic Habit, a multi-faceted 

behavioural change programme with a goal to be the world’s first commercial centre to gain 

‘Plastic Free Communities’ status from the environmental charity, Surfers Against Sewage. 

Twelve months on, and CWG has achieved that goal. The property developer worked with 

Surfers Against Sewage (SAS) using its Plastic Free Communities framework as a guiding 

template for action. To date, BTPH has removed more than 5.4 million single-use plastics across 

the Canary Wharf estate by eliminating 1.2 million items at source and recycling a further 4.2 

million. 

BTPH has been shaped around CWG’s ability to make a difference. By lending a micro-city 

perspective to the issue of SUPs, CWG was able to determine the best way to support multi-

stakeholder efforts to reduce plastic across the Estate – for employees, tenants and visitors. This 

involved a combination of creative engagement, investment in new infrastructure and facilitating 

on-the-go solutions.  

[‘THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS’  Click Here]

BREAKING THE PLASTIC HABIT: 
ONE YEAR ON



FREEING OURSELVES 
FROM SINGLE USE 
PLASTIC
For Canary Wharf, going ‘plastic free’ means targeting avoidable 
SUPs and changing the system that produces them, rather 
than removing all plastics across the Estate. In order to achieve 
such status, BTPH needed to meet accreditation objectives 
set under the SAS Plastic Free Communities framework. The 
following sub-sections detail how the programme was aligned 
with five qualifying criteria: Local Governance; Local Businesses; 
Stakeholder Steering Groups; Community Engagement; 
Community Events.

SECTION 1
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VANGUARDS FOR 
CHANGE
Outlin

LOCAL GOVERNANCE
LEAD BY EXAMPLE
CWG demonstrated BTPH board-level buy-in through campaign sponsorship and a 

commitment to remove SUPs within its own offices. Items such as plastic bottles, disposable 

cutlery and plastic-lined cups and bowls were replaced with refillable water bottles, glasses, 

metal cutlery and crockery. Food vendor contracts were amended to ensure single use food 

services items are no longer served at any events hosted on the Canary Wharf estate.

Internal awareness raising was undertaken to encourage staff behaviour change on SUPs. A 

bespoke BTPH newsletter was distributed to all CWG employees, and staff participated in a two-

day interactive roadshow in which they were rewarded for making plastic pledges. 

BTPH is governed primarily through CWG’s Plastic Free Community steering group, comprising 

representatives from key departments across the business (see ‘Stakeholder Steering 
Groups – Turn Strategy Into Action’). As the programme is further embedded into Canary 

Wharf, BTPH corporate reporting will become the norm. CWG’s Corporate Responsibility Policy 

now references BTPH, with updates included in internal board reports and meetings. 

LOCAL BUSINESSES
IDENTIFY YOUR ALLIES
Getting businesses on-board to take action on plastics was paramount to BTPH. To date, 36 

of CWG’s retail and commercial tenants have either eliminated or replaced three SUP items 

(surpassing the SAS requirement of 34 businesses based on the Estate’s 120,000 working 

population), and this number continues to grow. One success story is plastic straws; 83% of 

retailers have banned them following BTPH’s #3Weeks campaign, removing an estimated 1.2 

million items from the Estate.

Businesses who pledge to take action on plastic are supported by CWG through a variety of 

channels. These include face-to-face visits, workshop invites and bespoke toolkits. Buy-in has 

been strongest from retailers, so CWG has developed a BTPH Flagship Partner package to 

encourage more commercial tenants to get involved (see ‘Community Engagement – Make 
A Difference’).

There are now several trailblazers driving down the use of SUPs across the Estate. These include 

a food-to-go chain that rewards customers for using reusable salad bowls and a dry-cleaner that 

has launched a deposit return scheme for plastic clothes hangers. 

[‘VANGUARDS FOR CHANGE’  Click here]
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COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
MAKE A DIFFERENCE
To ensure maximum impact in Canary Wharf’s versatile environment, BTPH’s 

engagement approach had to be multi-dimensional. Community hotspots within the 

Estate were targeted for SUP elimination such as public events involving heavy plastic 

use. At these events, food traders are contractually obliged to not serve disposable 

plastic items, performers have switched from bottled to canned water, and extra 

recycling bins are supplied.

A BTPH consumer awareness campaign ran across the retail malls, featuring high-

impact window displays, interactive screens and lightboxes. Seven water refill stations 

were installed, resulting in over 100,000 bottle refills since September 2018, and a 

deposit return vending machine has recovered nearly 19,000 bottles since April 2018. 

CWG has since partnered with HELPFUL to make on-the-go plastics recycling even 

easier with a rewards app, which over 40 retailers are participating in (see ‘Community 
Events – Tell Your Story’). 

BTPH will soon be taken to new levels of engagement through CWG’s Flagship Partner 

package. This will see CWG work alongside the Estate’s largest commercial tenants 

(businesses with over 100 employees) to analyse their plastic use in-depth, supporting 

them with solutions to drive positive behaviour change. So far, two flagship partners have 

been confirmed with several more expressing interest.  

Seven water refill stations were 

installed, resulting in over 100,000 

bottle refills since September 2018, 

and a deposit return vending machine 

has recovered nearly 19,000 bottles 

since April 2018

STAKEHOLDER STEERING GROUPS 
TURN STRATEGY INTO ACTION
CWG’s Plastic Free Community steering group is the campaign engine behind BTPH. Ensuring 

the right balance between board and executive participation was crucial. The group includes 

more than 20 representatives from CWG’s senior management team including the managing 

director, head of sustainability and head of communications, as well as key members from the 

group’s retail, buildings and waste management functions. 

The steering group operates an open extension approach to involve flagship businesses on 

the Estate, which is a key requirement, and also to encourage wider participation. This takes the 

form of regular events such as breakfast briefings, retailer workshops and tenant sustainability 

forums. Breakfast briefing invites get sent to over 1,000 contacts including media and community 

influencers outside of the Canary Wharf estate. The group meets fortnightly to review progress 

as it continues to scale up ground-level action. 
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Breaking The Plastic Habit (BTPH) is a continually evolving programme 

comprising many different elements, from education and awareness raising 

(e.g. stakeholder campaigns, retailer workshops, panel debates) to strategic 

solutions (e.g. coffee cup recycling, deposit return vending, reward apps). 

Actions taken to eradicate single-use plastics on Canary Wharf are evidence-

based, informed by an estate-wide plastic audit undertaken in April 2018. 

Benchmarking progress against this audit baseline will ensure that any BTPH 

outcomes remain relevant to the unique micro-city context that Canary 

Wharf operates within.

THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS

COMMUNITY EVENTS 
TELL YOUR STORY
Stakeholder events held throughout the year played a vital role in amplifying BTPH’s 

impact and resulted in CWG going above and beyond the SAS requirement of two 

events during a 12-month period. Estate-wide campaigns such as #3weeks (plastic 

straw bans) and Wake up and Smell the Coffee (coffee cup recycling) were brought to 

life with improved recycling/reuse infrastructure, plastic-free food courts and retailer 

reward schemes.

Besides regular BTPH briefings and workshops, CWG staged several public-facing 

events. These included touring roadshows coinciding with Recycle Week and the 

HELPFUL app launch. To date BTPH has generated over 80 pieces of media coverage 

with The Guardian, Evening Standard, BBC and Reuters TV picking up on it, as well 

as 1,400 shares on social media and 6.2 million views, resulting in a global reach of 

9.2 million. The community continues to be kept informed of the latest developments 

through a dedicated BTPH website. 

VANGUARDS 
FOR CHANGE 

EFENDI
Dry-cleaning firm Efendi has a regular customer base 

on Canary Wharf, making it ideally placed to implement 

loyalty schemes that can eliminate SUPs at source. 

Efendi’s customers are encouraged to buy reusable 

garment covers that can be returned and collected 

with each order, negating the need for disposable ones. 

Efendi has also introduced a deposit return scheme 

for plastic clothes hangers (35p deposit per hanger) to 

encourage takeback and reuse and has become the 

Estate’s first retailer to offer rewards via the HELPFUL 

app where users can redeem recycling credits for an 

in-store discount.

CHOP’D
Food-to-go chain Chop’d has phased out various SUP 

food service items including bags, stirrers and bowls. 

Its Keepie reusable bowl scheme rewards customers 

with free food, eliminating over 200,000 plastic bowls 

in the process. The chain takes a pragmatic approach 

to SUP use and alongside its Keepie bowl has launched 

a 100% recycled and recyclable plastic bowl made in 

the UK. Chop’d also participates in the HELPFUL app 

reward scheme.
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LESSONS IN 
BREAKING THE HABIT 
Despite BTPH’s success, the journey towards becoming plastic 
free has not been without its challenges. Instigating long-
lasting behaviour change on SUPs in a multi-use environment 
like Canary Wharf has resulted in a number of lessons that 
other commercial centres and micro-cities can learn from. The 
following sub-sections detail these takeaways.

MAKE BENCHMARKING RELEVANT 
CWG had to adapt the SAS Plastic Free Communities accreditation framework so it could 

work within a highly commercial environment. The local governance criteria is typically 

geared towards local councils who service specific areas, but a more corporate approach 

was needed for Canary Wharf. This required CWG, as the driving force behind BTPH, to 

act as the governance structure through its board of directors, and to lead by example by 

removing SUPs from its own business premises. 

SECTION 2
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Community engagement criteria usually relates to schools, colleges/universities and 

employers as well as communal spaces such as parks, beaches and libraries. Canary 

Wharf’s equivalent is its Estate – the events it stages throughout the year, the SUP actions 

undertaken by tenants, as well as public-facing initiatives such as the deposit return 

vending machine. In the case of open-invite gatherings, such as beach clean-ups and litter 

picking, Canary Wharf’s BTPH retail mall campaigns and roadshows counted towards this, 

supported by regular breakfast briefings.

THE RIPPLE EFFECT 
Campaigns often take on a life of their own as people become inspired to take action. 

Although this ripple effect can be hard to measure, stakeholder testimonials and feedback 

can give an indication of impact. One example is Bright Horizons Family Solutions Ltd, 

who operate several nurseries on the Canary Wharf estate. BHFC used BTPH as a key 

motivator to remove plastic bottles, straws and stirrers from its day care centres. Supplier 

trials have also been undertaken to find sustainable alternatives for wet wipes. These 

actions enable BHF to educate future generations on SUPs and the effect they can have on 

the environment.

Another example is 10-year-old Oskar Petersen, who has set up his own initiative, Plastic 

Revolution Now, to sell affordable alternatives to SUP items. His father who works at Canary 

Wharf told him about the Estate’s water refill stations. Oscar was subsequently invited to a 

BTPH breakfast meeting where he spoke about his project and met key business leaders, 

including Sky Ocean Rescue. Enabling such valuable networking opportunities ensures 

that BTPH continues to achieve maximum impact both inside and outside of the micro-city 

it operates within.
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INSPIRING LEADERS & EARLY ADOPTERS 

Significantly, it has also made Canary 

Wharf a more attractive place to do 

business. Real estate that comes

with built-in green credentials can 

be a key differentiator, especially for 

ethically-minded companies

It’s important to recognise that a programme like BTPH can validate action for positive change, as well as 

encourage it. Prior to its launch, some Canary Wharf tenants were already taking action to remove SUPs. 

One retailer, for example, had replaced plastic hangers in its store with wooden ones. As BTPH progressed, 

it confirmed to those more forward-thinking businesses that they were doing the right thing whilst inspiring 

others to take action sooner rather than later. 

Significantly, it has also made Canary Wharf a more attractive place to do business. Real estate that comes 

with built-in green credentials can be a key differentiator, especially for ethically-minded companies. The 

recent openings of two ethical food chains, Farmstand and Farmer J is testament to this, along with the 

introduction of Wharf Kitchen – a food court that is entirely free of single-use plastics. 

IMPROVING FIRST MOVER RETURNS
Part of BTPH’s success lay in its boldness – the deposit return vending machine installed at Canary Wharf 

was the first of its kind in the UK. First mover actions always carry a degree of risk and one challenge has 

been working out how to turn it into a genuine reverse vending reward scheme. More retailer participation is 

required, especially from larger tenants on the Estate, but there is a cautiousness to commit given the wider 

political agenda around such schemes.

To address this, CWG has looked to see where economies of scale can be best achieved. It has recently 

launched a partnership with News on the Wharf, the Estate’s on-site newsagent. All five of its stores have 

agreed to offer rewards on every bottle recycled by the vending machine; with in store discounts. This should 

result in a significant uplift of plastic volume recycled by the unit.
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GOING BEYOND THE
REQUIREMENTS
While the SAS Plastic Free Communities framework acted as a 
valuable benchmark to assess both BTPH progress and impacts, 
the programme went above and beyond the requirements of the 
SAS certification. Other Estate initiatives like Wharf Kitchen, a 
plastic-free food court, and the establishment of a dedicated 
compostable waste stream, are just two BTPH examples that fall 
outside of specific SAS criteria.

SECTION 3
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NEXT STEPS FOR BREAKING THE 
PLASTIC HABIT  
One immediate focus is to understand the wider ripple effect generated by BTPH – those impacts that 

are typically hard to quantify or measure. This will involve CWG working more closely with the Canary 

Wharf stakeholder community to determine the processes by which these impacts occur, what the 

key drivers may be, and what constitutes a valid change outcome (impact). Various feedback tools 

such as focus groups, structured interviews and stakeholder surveys could help assist with this. 

Longer-term, BTPH will be integrated into CWG’s wider vision to establish a world-leading circular 

economy for its real estate portfolio. As a micro-city, Canary Wharf will be central to this, acting as an 

infrastructure hub for the recirculation of key resource flows –  not just plastics but other materials and 

assets including energy, heat and water. This circular approach should enable Canary Wharf to pilot the 

creation of zero-carbon, zero-waste spaces across its Estate, an approach which could eventually be 

scaled up across CWG’s portfolio.

Assessing where BTPH has made a difference in addressing the key themes outlined in CWG’s 

first report ‘How do you solve a problem like plastic? Lessons from a micro-city’ is also a priority.    

[‘LESSONS FROM A MICRO-CITY’  Click here]. These themes stemmed from a 2018 estate-wide 

audit survey of Canary Wharf’s stakeholders on plastic use, which identified five barriers/opportunities 

in tackling SUPs: education and segregation; food-to-go packaging; shop floor leadership; consumer 

scrutiny; access to on-the-go recycling solutions. Early indications are that BTPH is already affecting 

positive change across all these areas. 

Going forward, CWG will continue to review BTPH to build on progress. The scope of the programme 

may be broadened to include other materials besides SUPs, or diversify into other areas of sustainability, 

reflecting the growing sense of urgency around the wider climate change agenda.
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THE LITMUS TEST
Effective plastic recycling relies on materials being 

segregated and placed into the correct bins at Canary 

Wharf – there is an ongoing need for education here, 

particularly in buildings or spaces where there are no 

consistent waste management protocols in place. This 

is partly being addressed through BTPH’s HELPFUL 

app reward scheme, which directs users to the nearest 

correct recycling bin for the type of plastic they need to 

dispose of.  Every bin within the estate is linked to the 

app, which includes a rewards scheme for the reuse of 

food-to-go packaging. Since its launch in January 2019, 

the app has recycled or reused over 6,600 items. 

BTPH’s retailer workshops and bespoke toolkit have 

helped retail tenants better understand their plastic use, 

providing them with the ability to audit and reduce SUPs 

within their stores as well as engage staff on how they 

can best communicate these efforts to consumers. As 

shopfloor leadership efforts improve, estate trailblazers 

(including commercial firms) are being promoted 

across a number of BTPH communication channels, 

which should result in various payback benefits such as 

improved customer loyalty.

https://www.breakingtheplastichabit.co.uk/progress


CALLS TO ACTION
 
As a privately-owned micro-city, Canary Wharf is perfectly placed to act as incubator and 

forerunner in driving impactful change on SUPs. Other micro-cities and commercial centres 

looking to embark on a similar journey may benefit from the following considerations and 

approaches:

 DEFINE YOUR SPHERE OF INFLUENCE – this will help determine where you can make 

most impact as a micro-city. Identify who your key stakeholders (users of plastic) are; they are 

your target audience and starting point for conversation and collaboration.

MAKE SURE IT RESONATES – a successful engagement strategy means winning hearts and 

minds. Plastics is a highly emotive issue so use that to your campaign’s advantage; get creative 

with messaging, touch on people’s passion points, don’t forget humour. Above all, make it human. 

MEASURE WHAT IMPACTS YOU CAN – data proof points are invaluable for assessing 

progress against baselines, benchmarking against peers, and communicating transparently 

on performance. What you can’t measure across your micro-city, gather through stakeholder 

testimony or feedback. Don’t forget the ripple effect; it’s often bigger than you think.

ALWAYS BE INNOVATING – micro-cities are constantly in a state of flux and can be transient 

environments as people come and go. Long-running campaigns will need to evolve or diversify 

to reflect this, so be open to change and adapt your strategy accordingly. 

Please follow our progress here:

www.breakingtheplastichabit.co.uk

Please see further info contained in our latest annual Sustainability Report

Click here to read the full report or click here to download a summary version
Click here to read further information about our approach to corporate responsibility
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