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World Business

Nation Not Ready
For Deposit Law

By OTTO POHL

BERLIN, March 4 — A new de-
posit law on cans and bottles has
sharply reduced beverage sales,
causing at least a temporary hard-
ship in a $15 billion industry at a time
when the German economy may be
on the brink of a recession.

“It's chaos,” said Christian
Berner, chairman of Lekkerland-To-
baccoland, a wholesaler that handles
about half the 1.5 billion canned
drinks sold in Germany each year.
Mr. Berner said his company's sales
had fallen 30 percent since the law
took effect on Jan. 1.

Makers of cans and bottles are
reporting 20 percent to 60 percent
drops in sales.

Since Jan. 1, customers have had
to pay a deposit on all carbonated
soft drinks as well as beer sold in
cans or plastic bottles. The deposit
ranges from 0.25 euro to 0.50 euro a
container (27 to 54 cents), depending
on its size, much higher than the 5-
cent deposit in many - American
states,

The new law is meant to stem the
growing popularity of disposable
containers at the expense of refill-
able glass bottles, which have been
covered by a deposit law for years.
And it appears to be slowly working.
Some of the lost demand for canned
drinks has already shifted to refilla-
bles, and industry analysts expect
overall sales to return to previous
levels eventually.

But for now, the spirit of Oktober-
fest is in hibernation.

“We're missing 20 percent of the
beer drinkers,” said Udo Franken, a
spokesman for Holsten-Brauerei,
Germany’s largest beer maker with
about 8 percent of the market. Hol-
sten has scaled back production and
reduced working hours for almost a
guarter of its 2,640 employees.

For Germany, where recycling is
practically a national religion, gov-

he New ork Times

B

= 7N
- -

Sales Slow as Germans Pile Up Empties
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A new law requires Germans to return cans and plastic bottles for a
deposit refund, but there is no system in place to handle the emptes.

ernment regulation is plentiful and
planning is prized, the tumult has
come as something of a shock.
Supporters of the law say that the
beverage industry had more than
enough time to prepare but chose to
spend the time fighting a losing bat-
tle against the law. Many companies
put off making the required invest-
ments, hoping that a favorable ruling
in a series of legal challenges or a
victory by Edmund Stoiber and his
industry-friendly Christian Demo-
crats in national elections in Novem-
ber would make them unnecessary.
As a result, when Jan. 1 arrived,
there was no nationwide return sys-
tem in place for the disposable con-
tainers, as there is for refillable
packaging. Consumers were faced
with having to return used contain-
ers to the store where they were

purchased and show a sales receipt
to prove it, or forfeit the deposit.

It will be autumn at the earliest
before a nationwide return system
will be in place, industry executives
say. In the meantime, beverage re-
tailers like Getrdnke Hoffmann are
struggling to cope with piles of re-
turned containers. *“This is going to
smell pretty bad come summer,”
said Axel Zahsack, an employee at a
Berlin branch of the beverage retail-
er, as he moved sacks of used bottles
and cans that had piled up in the
back of the store.

Schmalbach-Lubeca, the largest
maker of drink cans in Germany,
may be the company hardest hit by
the law. Recently acquired by the
Ball Corporation, the American

Continued on Page 7
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