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Executi ve 
summary  
This report presents evidence of the immediate impact of the measures implemented as a result of 

COVID-19 on the commercial waste sector in London in terms of volume and composition. It then 

makes informed predictions on the implications of ongoing COVID-19 measures for this sector.  

Commissioned by the London Waste and Recycling Board (LWARB), and compiled by Eunomia 

Research & Consulting Ltd, it was written following the easing of the March 2020 lockdown 

restrictions. All references and findings are correct at the time of report completion (29th 

September 2020). It should be noted that between the commission of the report and the completion 

date, substantial changes were made in England to COVID-19 restrictions and interventions. Many of 

these are expected to have an impact on commercial waste and have been incorporated where 

possible. However, the ever-changing situation means that the impact of some of these changes have 

not been analysed in detail.   

The report summarises the predicted ongoing impact that COVID-19 restrictions and interventions 

are anticipated to have in regard to different business sectors and business sizes. This information is 

used to estimate how businesses in different parts of the capital may be affected and give insight into 

business types that may be more resilient to the negative economic impacts of COVID-19.   

This report aims to help local authorities in London to understand the longer-term impact of 

COVID-19 on commercial waste tonnages and composition within their borough, as such findings 

are tailored for local authorities. It is also aimed at regional and central government to support the 

development of wider economic recovery strategies. 

COVID -19 impacts to date  

Evidence was gathered reflecting the economic impact of COVID-19 restrictions on different 

business sectors. Supermarkets, pharmacists, and food and drink manufacturers have been unaffected 

or have had increased business activity as a result of COVID-19. At the other end of the scale, 

businesses that rely on trade from office workers, hotels (of all sizes) and gyms have seen the largest 

decline in business activity. Customers in certain sectors, such as essential retailers, hospitals and 

healthcare saw commercial waste volumes remain constant. 

Both London local authorities and private waste contractors (PWCs) saw an initial drop of 

commercial waste volumes of between 60% and 90% in April 2020. As of the beginning of July 2020, 

local authority commercial waste tonnages had increased, sitting at 20% to 35% lower compared to 

the same time last year. Similarly, PWCs reported an increase in trade during July, stating that closed 

roads for outdoor dining and the introduction of ôEat Out to Help Outõ supported this recovery.  

Throughout lockdown contract amendments and reduced collections have been widely requested by 

businesses. Local authorities and PWCs responded by offering flexibility with both collections and 

invoicing.  

Local authorities have reported a decrease in demand for dry mixed recycling (DMR), but an 

increase in requests for food waste collections. New customers have been gained that were 

previously serviced by PWCs, where these PWCs were unable to meet customer needs during 

lockdown. On average, local authorities are forecasting a 15% to 20% reduction in commercial waste 

revenue for 2020/21 compared to 2019/20.  
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The months ahead  

There is significant uncertainty about the outlook for business recovery with several factors 

identified that will impact recovery: 

¶ The availability of a vaccine  

¶ A long-term shift towards increased 

home-working 

¶ Schools returning in September 

¶ Seasonal changes 

¶ Christmas shopping period 

¶ Behaviour change 

¶ Winding down of government support 

interventions 

¶ Tax payment deadlines 

¶ Rises in unemployment 

 

Sectoral recovery patterns  

Some sectors have been more negatively affected by COVID-19 than others, while a small number 

have seen a positive impact. Sectors in London have been analysed across different categories of 

impact: long-term positive, little or no impact, ôV shapedõ recovery, and long-term reduction.  

One of the biggest changes is the rise in homeworking. More than half of all workers (57.2%) in 

London did some work at home during the pandemic. In 2019, just 5% of workers in the UK did 

some work at home3. It is likely that homeworking will continue in the future, with 66% of 

Londoners that are currently working from home planning to continue to do so4. This significant 

change to how the office sector operates will see a direct reduction in paper, as well as having an 

impact on waste from other sectors such as hospitality and food businesses usually frequented by 

office workers. It is not yet known how this increase in homeworking has impacted household waste 

tonnages.  

Accommodation and food services has also seen a long-term negative impact, although the ôEat Out 

to Help Outõ scheme saw a good recovery amongst bars and restaurants that re-opened. New 

restrictions such as the ôRule of Sixõ, earlier closing times, and winter weather will likely see a further 

downturn within food services businesses. In turn this will lead to a reduction in food and glass 

tonnages. Travel restrictions, alongside the cancellation of major sporting events, has seen hotels 

remain shut, or having to operate at limited capacity. Residual and food waste volumes are expected 

to fall as a result.   

Non-essential stores were some of the hardest hit businesses during lockdown and, although there 

was a strong recovery in May and June 2020, sales have not returned to pre-lockdown levels5. Many 

retailers have closed and this number, along with job reductions, may continue to rise over the 

coming months. Retailers may decide to write off unsold seasonal stock which could lead to an 

increase in commercial waste tonnages from these businesses.  

The arts and leisure sector has seen a long-term negative impact, with most London venues 

remaining closed as social distancing measures make it commercially unviable to re-open. Theatres 

and live music venues are deemed ôhigher riskõ6 meaning it is likely they will see increased 

restrictions if infection rates rise. These businesses generally produce large amounts of plastic waste 

from single use containers which will no longer be arising.  

Food retail has experienced a long-term positive impact, with business peaking in April 2020. Sales 

dropped following this but remained 5.8% higher in June 2020 than in June 2019. It is likely food sales 

 
3 https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/coronavirusandhomeworkingintheuk/

april2020#coronavirus-and-homeworking-in-the-uk-data 
4 https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/economicoutputandproductivity/output/datasets/businessimpactofcovid19surveybicsresults 
5 https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/articles/coronavirusandtheimpactonoutputintheukeconomy/may2020 
6 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/our-plan-to-rebuild-the-uk-governments-covid-19-recovery-strategy 
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will remain at an inflated level whilst homeworking continues, and the hospitality sector continues to 

see restrictions. Cardboard volumes would be higher as a result of inflated sales.  

Online retail has also experienced a long-term positive impact, with sales 53.8% higher in June 2020 

than in June 2019. It is likely that this growth will slow, but the sector will remain strong overall as 

consumers who had not previously shopped online become used to online retail. Growth within this 

sector will see an increase in cardboard and plastic film volumes.  

The food and drinks manufacturing sector has recovered to pre-COVID-19 levels following a slight 

decline in March. The sector as a whole may be broadly unaffected but depending on their customer 

base, some businesses are likely to have seen a more significant impact. Overall, waste arisings are 

not expected to be impacted.  

Impact on commercial waste arisin gs 

A baseline, utilising existing data estimates, has been developed to estimate the total commercial 

waste arising in each borough7 in 2019/20. To produce a commercial waste forecast for the 

remainder of 2020/21, future sector-specific and borough-specific COVID-19 impact factors have 

been applied to this baseline. There are limitations to the data set that informs the baseline, and 

several assumptions have been made around business numbers by sector. As such, all results should 

be taken as indicative rather than as precise.  

The model applies a waste reduction factor based on economic predictions for each sector. Changes 

to composition have been provided as commentary rather than modelled as data on impacts of 

specific waste streams is not available.  

Commercial waste tonnage is predicted to fall across all sectors between 2019/20 and 2020/21. The 

largest tonnage decreases are expected in the ôother servicesõ sector8 and within ôaccommodation 

and food servicesõ. The largest tonnage drop by proportion will be in the ôpublic administration and 

social workõ sector, where commercial waste volumes are expected to fall by more than 50%. 

Similarly, tonnages of 

all commercial waste 

types will fall in 

2020/21 in comparison 

to 2019/20. The 

largest reductions will 

be in food waste and 

paper/card. 

Most outer London 

boroughs will see less 

of an impact on 

commercial waste 

arisings than inner 

London ones with the 

boroughs predicted to 

have the largest 

decrease in 

commercial waste 

tonnages (over 32%) 

all being inner London.  

 

 
7 This refers to total commercial waste tonnage produced within a borough, not commercial waste that is collected by the local authority 
8 Includes many office based staff and smaller independent businesses such as nail bars and estate agents 

Figure 1. Percentage reduction in commercial waste tonnages 

arising between 2019/20 and 2020/21 
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Since we wrote this report  

Several government restrictions have been introduced during the writing of this report including: 

¶ The ôRule of Sixõ; 

¶ Businesses that sell food and drink must close between 22:00 and 05:00; 

¶ Employees that can work from home should do over the winter; and  

¶ Pilot sporting events due to take place in October have been cancelled.  

As these changes came during the finalisation of this report, their impact on commercial waste has 

therefore not been assessed. These changes will, however, limit the extent to which businesses in 

London can recover and are therefore expected to have an impact on commercial waste volumes.  

Conclusions  

The research and analysis presented within this report utilises the best available data to provide 

reasoned estimates of the impact COVID-19 will have on total commercial waste arisings across 

London. Local authorities in London will need to interpret the findings and apply them to their own 

commercial waste portfolios.  

It is likely that in 2020/21 there will be a reduction in commercial waste tonnage across London, of 

between 21% and 42% in comparison to 2019/20. Inner London boroughs with a high number of 

commuters will be at the top end of that range due to the continued high levels of homeworking.  

Sectors that have been most affected by COVID-19 are ôaccommodation and food servicesõ, ôother 

servicesõ, and ôpublic and administration workõ. These business types typically make up a large 

amount of local authority commercial waste portfolios. Sectors that are more resilient are ôessential 

retailõ, ôonline retail and the associated logistics and storage sectorsõ, and ôfood and drink 

manufacturingõ. All sectors could see a downturn if there is a substantial increase in unemployment, 

as is currently predicted.  

Sector impacts are likely to lead to changes in commercial waste composition. It is expected that:  

¶ Food and glass will decrease due to a activity decline in the hospitality and food sector;  

¶ A fall in cardboard from non-essential retail may be offset by increased business activity in 

the essential retail sector; 

¶ Commercial waste portfolios with high numbers of offices, bars and restaurants will see a 

large reduction in volumes due to a significant drop in paper/cardboard, food and glass; and  

¶ The decrease in food waste may impact on commercial waste income as food is typically a 

good revenue generator for local authorities.  

Across all sectors the volume of PPE that will be disposed of is expected to increase and for many 

this will be a new type of waste. Despite predicted increases, there is unlikely to be a substantial 

increase in commercial waste tonnage due to the weight of PPE in comparison to other waste types.  

Local authorities are responding to the pandemic by making services changes that have been 

supported by LWARBõs considerations report9 and checklist (Appendix 4). Throughout the 

pandemic, local authorities have had the resources and operational processes to better serve 

customers than several PWCs, winning new customer contracts as a result. 

 
9 https://resourcelondon.org/resources/toolkits/covid-19-commercial-waste-adaptation-toolkit/  
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 BACKGROUND 

Commercial waste is an important area for local government to understand. For local authorities 

that collect commercial waste, it offers the rare opportunity to derive an income that can help to 

cut overall waste collection costs, and derive better value for money from an authorityõs waste 

collection staff and assets. For those that do not, waste from businesses may still affect service 

delivery, due to the impact of grey waste on the high street. 

COVID-19 has had a profound impact on the pattern of business activity and therefore commercial 

waste arisings. The effects of COVID-19 have been felt particularly in areas of high business 

concentration, such as London, and this in turn has significantly reduced revenue from commercial 

waste collections. In the coming months, London local authorities will be looking for opportunities 

for growth in revenue from commercial waste collections to offset increased costs of operation as a 

result of COVID-19, such as collecting higher volumes of household waste brought about by more 

people working from home.     

LWARB has already completed work10 looking at the immediate impacts of COVID-19 on 

commercial waste, focusing on potential changes to day-to-day local authority services and 

operations, with the aim of sharing good practice.  

This study aims to help local authorities understand the longer-term impact of COVID-19 on:  

¶ Total commercial waste tonnages arising in each borough; and 

¶ Commercial waste composition.  

It summarises what is currently anticipated, regarding differential impacts on different types and sizes 

of businesses, and uses this information to estimate how each borough may be affected and give 

insight into business types that may be more resilient to the negative economic impacts of COVID-

19. Relevant factors are likely to include the profile of:  

¶ Micro, small, medium and large businesses within a borough; 

¶ The sectors of business represented within each borough (e.g. office-based businesses, food 

service businesses, retailers);  

¶ The extent to which they are affected by changes in working patterns; and 

¶ The different patterns of impact on inner and outer London boroughs. 

The aim of this report is to provide local authorities with a basis on which to plan their commercial 

waste resources, improve collection efficiency and reduce costs, as well as to identify possible 

opportunities for growth. This report will also help to inform central and regional government in 

developing its wider economic recovery strategy. 

The report draws upon a range of economic data and projections, alongside commercial waste and 

business population data, to map out the longer-term impacts of COVID-19. The study is based on 

the assumption that London continues to experience relatively low levels of COVID-19 infections, 

but that the risk of a greater outbreak of the virus continues. In the event of a larger outbreak ð 

whose likelihood and/or timing this report does not seek to evaluate ð fresh restrictions on peopleõs 

 
10 https://resourcelondon.org/resources/toolkits/covid-19-commercial-waste-adaptation-toolkit/  

https://resourcelondon.org/resources/toolkits/covid-19-commercial-waste-adaptation-toolkit/
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movements might be imposed, and it is likely that there would be a return to lockdown levels of 

business activity, before any subsequent recovery might resume. 

It is also important to acknowledge the limitations of commercial waste data, which can only be 

estimated based on national estimates.  These national estimates draw on Defra waste data and 

surveys11, national compositional data from WRAP12 and Office of National Statistics (ONS) data 

from the business register and employment survey (BRES)13, which gives details of businesses types 

at a high level of geographical resolution.   

While we have endeavoured to take account of the best available information on current and 

projected business activity, and the governmentõs current support schemes, projections regarding 

future business activity are uncertain and subject to factors other than COVID-19 that are outside 

the scope of this study (e.g. the end of the Brexit transition period). Equally, government may change 

its support schemes in response to emerging trends, which may affect how different sectors 

perform. 

Despite these limitations, this study represents the best current state of knowledge regarding 

COVID-19õs impact on commercial waste in London. 

 
11 Jacobs (2010) Commercial and Industrial Waste Survey 2009 Final Report, Report for DEFRA, December 2010 
12 Wrap (2020) National Municipal Waste Composition, England 2017 
13 https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/methodologies/

businessregisterandemploymentsurveybres  

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/methodologies/‌businessregisterandemploymentsurveybres
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/methodologies/‌businessregisterandemploymentsurveybres
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/methodologies/‌businessregisterandemploymentsurveybres
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 COVID-19 IMPACTS TO DATE 

2.1. Local authority interviews 

In order to understand how commercial waste requirements may change in the coming months we 

have gathered information, reflecting the position at the time of writing this report. To this end, 

interviews were conducted with several London local authorities and PWCs to investigate their 

perceptions of impacts.  

Six London local authorities14 were interviewed (three inner and three outer London15) for this 

project. All are estimating a drop of between 60% and 90% in tonnage of commercial waste they 

collected in April 2020, compared with April 201916. Most local authorities estimate that commercial 

tonnages, by the beginning July 2020, were between 25% and 35% down on pre-COVID levels.  

The local authorities that are seeing the slowest recovery are those with a large number of offices, 

and those with many businesses that rely on trade from workers who commute.  

òWe are seeing a slow recovery to pre-COVID tonnages as workers are continuing to work from 

home and businesses that rely on office workers are really strugglingó 

Although commercial tonnages remain lower than pre-COVID-19 levels, local authorities did not 

report a significant drop in the number of customers. Many businesses that initially suspended 

collections during lockdown are gradually reinstating services as they begin trading again. In addition 

to offices, businesses that are least likely to be reinstating services are those whose activities pose 

difficulties as regards to social distancing, or which rely on tourism, such as: 

¶ Nail bars 

¶ Tanning shops 

¶ Small independent retailers 

¶ Small independent hospitality sector businesses 

¶ Hotels 

While contract cancellations may have been few, many customers have asked for less frequent 

collections. Local authorities are adapting by changing invoice periods and offering flexible services to 

accommodate businesses evolving needs. 

òWeõre having to adapt our services to meet the changing needs of our customers by offering 

flexible collections and ad hoc servicesó 

 
14 Barnet, Bexley, Hackney, Haringey, Islington and Westminster.  
15 As defined by the London Government Act 1963: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1963/33  
16 These figures are estimates as local authorities co-collect commercial waste and household waste and therefore do not have exact commercial waste 

tonnages. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1963/33
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Some local authorities are seeing customers that have suspended their service still putting waste out 

for collection without being notified a collection is needed, effectively resulting in an increase in fly 

tipping.  

The decrease in demand for DMR collections has reduced more than residual as businesses are 

reporting that with reduced staff they cannot afford the time to separate material for recycling. 

One positive change reported by local authorities has been an increase in requests for separate food 

collections as lockdown has been eased. Businesses are having to change the way they operate and 

find savings as they seek to return to operation. This increase in demand for food waste collections 

may be the result of businesses trying to reduce costs. Some local authorities have found it possible 

to reduce prices (when compared to pre-COVID-19 costs) for food collection services due to lower 

anaerobic digestion (AD) gate fees. This is likely to have been brought about by a reduction in 

demand for treatment as restaurants and other substantial producers of commercial food waste 

have scaled down activity, while AD operators continue to require food waste to generate gas.  

Local authorities are also reporting gaining new customers from PWCs. Some PWCs have been 

adversely affected and have stopped or reduced their services during the pandemic, leading their 

customers who remain operational to need to seek services elsewhere.  

Some PWCs have alienated customers by continuing to charge while not providing services; a few 

have sold off their operations (e.g. Giraffe Recycling has been acquired by First Mile) or are facing 

financial difficulties, suggesting that there may be further consolidation or opportunities to attract 

new customers in the future. Whilst PWCs had to furlough staff or run operations at a loss, local 

authorities were able to redirect resources to where demand had increased. In addition, some local 

authorities are gaining new customers through their direct marketing campaigns. 

All respondents said the majority of spare vehicle and crew capacity arising from a reduction in 

commercial waste is being utilised to meet increased need for household waste collections, emerging 

third sector requirements (e.g. soup kitchens) and increased parks waste. This allowed the local 

authorities commercial waste services to continue to be cost effective, even as volumes reduced. 

ò100% of our resources have been utilised throughout lockdown to collect increased household 

waste and parks wasteó 

Even hard-hit sectors are adapting. In the hospitality sector, where local authorities have closed 

roads to make space for additional outside seating, it is enabling businesses to operate at greater 

capacity than would otherwise have been the case. However, demand for outside dining will reduce 

as we move into winter. 

òWe have pedestrianised 40 roads in our borough to make room for more outside diningó 

People are shopping more locally to where they live, which has benefitted boroughs with a higher 

proportion of residential properties, but boroughs that rely heavily on custom from commuters are 

seeing a slower recovery in trading. 

When compared to the results of an ADEPT17 survey carried out in July 2020, shown in Table 1, 

London local authorities have seen a bigger drop in commercial tonnages than a sample of other 

English local authorities. 73% of responding local authorities highlighted a lower-than-usual level of 

 
17 The Association of Directors of Environment, Economy, Planning & Transport 
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collected commercial waste tonnages in the week commencing 20th July. A higher percentage of 

local authorities (26%) than in previous weeksõ report tonnages of commercial waste to be ôabout 

the same as usualõ.  

Table 1. Local authority commercial waste tonnage change 

 
+100% 

increase 

50-100% 

increase 

20-50% 

increase 

0-20% 

increase 

No 

impact  

0-20% 

decrease 

20-50% 

decrease 

50-100% 

decrease 

Local authority 

responses 
0% 0% 1% 0% 26% 32% 39% 1% 

Source: ADEPT Survey (July 2020) 

Local authoritiesõ reduction in revenue from commercial waste was in line with the tonnage 

reduction, which at the beginning of July remains between 25 and 35% down on the same period last 

year. On average boroughs are forecasting annual revenue in 2020/21 to be around 15% to 20% 

down on the previous year. 

òOur original revenue budget for 20/21 was over Ã3m but we are now projecting it to be Ã500k 

lower, 15% down on last yearó 

This loss in revenue from commercial waste is in addition to the reduction in revenue from other 

council services such as car parks, rents and tourist attractions. 

òOur boroughõs revenue has been decimated by COVID-19 and our projected revenue from 

commercial waste this year is down by about 20%ó 

In summary, the impact of COVID-19 on local authoritiesõ commercial waste revenue has been 

substantial, and the effect is continuing despite the easing of restrictions.  

2.2. Business interviews 

To understand how the needs of businesses may change in the coming months a range of business 

type and size were interviewed, as shown in Table 2. The impact felt by the business is varied 

depending on business type and location. 
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Table 2. Businesses interviewed 

 
Business type Business size Location  Inner/Outer  London  

Business A Chain Hotel Large Kensington and Chelsea Inner 

Business B Gym   Small Hounslow Outer 

Business C Food Manufacturer Large Newham Outer 

Business D Pharmacist Large Westminster Inner 

Business E Supermarket Large Barking and Dagenham Outer 

Business F Food producer Micro Southwark Inner 

Business G Business Support Services Large Tower Hamlets Inner 

Business H Law Firm Small Tower Hamlets Inner 

Supermarkets, pharmacists and food and drink manufacturers that were interviewed were either 

unaffected or have increased business activity as a result of COVID-19. All said their waste arisings 

have increased as a result of increased PPE, cleaning and hygiene wastes. They believe this is likely to 

remain the case for the foreseeable future. 

Businesses that have seen a big decline in business activity are hotels (large and small), gyms and any 

businesses that rely on trade from workers especially in inner London. 

A law firm (Business H) based in Canary Wharf said: 

òWe are still encouraging people to work from home and that will remain the case in the coming 

months. We are looking to reduce the size of our offices or even cease to have an office when our 

tenancy comes to an end, until there is more certainty about the future.ó 

A business services company (Business G) with 600 staff based in the Broadgate Estate in the City of 

London said: 

òWe are starting to encourage people back in to the office but we only have capacity for 25% of 

staff with the social distancing measures we have implemented in the office.ó 

With the exception of increased PPE, hygiene and cleaning wastes, no businesses that were 

contacted thought that there had been any significant changes to waste composition. 

The London Borough of Westminster and the City of London have been particularly affected due to 

the high concentration of businesses, tourist destinations and high number of civil service jobs within 

the area and the continuing prevalence of working from home amongst this group of workers. No 
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detailed figures have been given on the proportion working at home, but the government is asking 

for 80% to be back at least one day per week, with the suggestion being that this might comprise 

20% for five days per week, 30% for three days and 30% for two days, with the balance attending 

only occasionally18. However, Dave Penman, head of the FDA union which represents senior civil 

servants, said that while the numbers of civil servants returning to the office are steadily rising, the 

figure would be unlikely to exceed to 30 or 40% by the yearõs end19. Meanwhile, risk assessments on 

civil service offices have typically found safe occupancy rates to be in the range of 25% to 30%20. 

2.3. Private waste contractor interviews 

PWCs21 were interviewed to seek their perspective on how their businesses have been affected by 

COVID-19. 

The initial drop in commercial waste tonnages seen by PWCs in quarter one of the 2020/21 financial 

year is in line with that reported by local authorities.  

PWCs have attempted to retain customers by: 

¶ Offering flexible collections; and 

¶ Stopping collection charges during service suspensions. 

PWCs report that the most affected areas are those with higher business concentration, those that 

are tourist destinations and those which are more reliant on visitor access via public transport. 

However, one PWC reported a swift recovery: 

òIn July we had our highest income to date. The Eat Out to Help Out scheme and businesses 

spilling out onto pavements and closed roads has really helped.ó 

PWCs reported their education customers had a 60% reduction in footfall prior to the summer 

holidays, which had a significant impact on tonnages. As education establishments returned in 

September, contractors are generally predicting a return to previous levels of waste for schools and 

universities. However, some sites will vary: food waste tonnages are predicted to be down for one 

university customer, as hygiene concerns have led its caterers to withdraw their self-service food 

buffet, which had been the source of a significant amount of food waste in the past. In other cases, 

even where student numbers may be reduced, it is anticipated that the amount of waste per head 

will rise due to increased PPE and hygiene wastes.  

PWCs are reporting that some sectors have been minimally impacted by COVID-19. Waste arisings 

from essential retailers22, hospitals and healthcare customers have remained constant during the 

pandemic. 

In summary, the patterns reported by PWCs are broadly consistent with those reported by local 

authorities. 

 
18 https://www.lbc.co.uk/news/civil-servants-urged-get-back-offices-quickly/ 
19 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-54035770 
20 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-53660963  
21 BPR Group, Suez, Veolia 
22 Retail and wholesale sale of food, beverages, newspapers, household consumer products necessary to maintain the safety and sanitation of residences and 

businesses, pharmacies and chemists, retail sales of medical and orthopaedic goods in specialised stores, fuel stations and heating fuel providers, health and 

animal welfare retailers, laundries and dry cleaners, banks, post offices and credit unions, retail sale of safety supply stores. 

https://www.lbc.co.uk/news/civil-servants-urged-get-back-offices-quickly/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-54035770
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-53660963
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 THE MONTHS AHEAD 

There is still significant uncertainty about the medium-term outlook, in terms of the speed at which 

businesses will recover and the degree to which the pandemic will change the world we once knew 

more permanently. In July 2020, GDP grew by 6.6%23 since lockdown has been eased, but this 

growth may be short lived if restrictions are reintroduced. 

In order to help predict commercial waste arisings in London over the coming months, we have 

projected possible scenarios for the recovery of key sectors for London, based on the predictions of 

economists.  

One of the key factors that determines when concerns about COVID-19 may recede is the 

availability of a vaccine. KPMGõs Hard Times report, published in June 2020, predicts the most likely 

timeline for a COVID-19 vaccine to become available is July 202124, which appears to reflect a 

broader consensus on typical development timescales. However, the arrival of a vaccine cannot be 

predicted with certainty. Even if an effective vaccine becomes available, there is some uncertainty 

around possible unwillingness in some parts of society to accept vaccination, which may make it 

more difficult to achieve immunity population-wide25.  However, we have assumed that the summer 

of 2021 is a reasonable estimate for earliest point at which COVID-19 could become less of an issue. 

While much of the initial impact of COVID-19 may be a temporary shock, with some business 

activity trending back towards normality (a trend that is likely to continue, especially once a vaccine 

is available) it appears that some changes will persist for the longer term and that there will be 

substantial shifts in economic activity. One example appears to be a big shift towards home working 

and the decentralisation of commerce and the hospitality sector, which is likely to have a lasting 

effect on commercial and household waste generation patterns.  

There are also a number of predictable events over the next year that could impact on commercial 

waste arisings. Key milestones include: 

¶ Schools going back in September, which may enable more workers returning to their place 

of work but may necessitate the return of other restrictions (e.g. on pubs and restaurants) 

in an attempt to avoid a spike in COVID-19 cases; 

¶ The unwinding of aspects of government support, such as such as the Job Retention Scheme 

in October;  

¶ The run up to Christmas, which is traditionally a busy time in retail, and may lead to an 

uptick in business activity, followed by; 

¶ Various tax payment deadlines, which may lead to cashflow difficulties for struggling 

businesses. 

While many sectors are recovering from an enforced pause in their activity during the lockdown, 

economic predictions in the short term are somewhat bleak. Both the Office for Budget 

Responsibility and the Bank of England are predicting a substantial rise in unemployment in 2020/21, 

although these estimates may well take into account factors other than COVID-19. A doubling or 

 
23 https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/bulletins/gdpmonthlyestimateuk/july2020 
24 KPMG (2020) Hard Times UK Economic Outlook 
25 A recent study by the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine found that more than 25% of Britons stated that they would not, or remained 

undecided as to whether they would, take a COVID-19 vaccine.   
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trebling of current unemployment figures would be likely to lead to wider economic effects, although 

both estimates suggest that the pace at which unemployment will fall back towards more normal 

levels will be unusually quick (see Figure 2). Greater unemployment will decrease consumer spending 

and therefore reduce commercial waste arisings. 

Figure 2. Unemployment rate and forecasts (ages 16+) 

Source: Office for Budget Responsibility, Bank of England 

3.1. Future impacts 

3.1.1. Key government interventions  

The government has taken unprecedented measures to alleviate the immediate impact on 

businesses, so as to allow a rapid bounce back to occur. These include the furlough scheme26, the 

Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme (CBILS), the Bounce Back Loan Scheme (BBLS), the 

Future Fund27 and the ôEat Out to Help Outõ scheme28. Despite these measures, the degree to which 

businesses recover will depend on how quickly and thoroughly the virus is contained and how long it 

takes before normality, even in a new sense, is resumed. 

3.1.2. Taxes 

In order to assist businesses with cashflow, the government implemented a payment holiday for all 

VAT payments due in the period from 20th March to 30th June 2020. However, businesses must pay 

the deferred VAT by the end of the 2020/21 tax year, which may create financial problems for 

businesses that must find extra money at that point in time. 

In addition, in order to encourage purchases in sectors that have been particularly affected by 

COVID-19, VAT on food, accommodation and attractions has been reduced to 5% from 15th July to 

12th January 2021. To the extent that this has been effective in encouraging expenditure, the return 

to normal VAT rates in 2021 may lead to a downturn in sales in these sectors.  

The majority of businesses will be due to make Corporation Tax payments in January 2021 for the 

financial year 2019/20. Only the very last part of that financial year will have been affected by 
 

26 As of August 16th 2020, 9.6 million jobs were furloughed under the job retention scheme https://www.statista.com/statistics/1116638/uk-number-of-people-

on-furlough/#:~:text=As%20of%20August%2016%2C%202020%2C%20approximately%209.6%20million,as%20part%20of%20the%20government%27s%20job%

20retention%20scheme. 
27 Over 320 companies have benefitted from £320 million of Future Fund support https://www.gov.uk/government/news/more-firms-can-now-benefit-from-

the-future-fund 
28 The Treasury said restaurants have so far made 130,000 claims worth £522m https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-54015221 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1116638/uk-number-of-people-on-furlough/%23:~:text=As%20of%20August%2016%2C%202020%2C%20approximately%209.6%20million,as%20part%20of%20the%20government%27s%20job%20retention%20scheme.
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1116638/uk-number-of-people-on-furlough/%23:~:text=As%20of%20August%2016%2C%202020%2C%20approximately%209.6%20million,as%20part%20of%20the%20government%27s%20job%20retention%20scheme.
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1116638/uk-number-of-people-on-furlough/%23:~:text=As%20of%20August%2016%2C%202020%2C%20approximately%209.6%20million,as%20part%20of%20the%20government%27s%20job%20retention%20scheme.
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/more-firms-can-now-benefit-from-the-future-fund
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/more-firms-can-now-benefit-from-the-future-fund
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-54015221
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COVID-19, and so many companies will have made a fairly normal level of taxable profit. For 

businesses that are now struggling, this tax date may present a significant cashflow challenge. It is 

possible that when Corporation Tax falls due, it may lead to business closures. 

The unwinding of tax payment holidays, combined with scheduled tax payments, are likely to lead to 

businesses that have been adversely affected by COVID-19, and have not fully recovered, closing 

down in the first quarter of 2021. 

3.1.3. Calendar events  

At the start of September, many schools have returned to normal operation. As a result, many 

parents who have needed to take time off, or perhaps work from home, in order to supervise 

children whose schools have been closed prior to and during the summer holiday may now return 

to their place of work ð this may particularly affect office workers as they are the type of workers 

who have been able to work from home during school closures (see section 6. Since we wrote this 

report). 

There are some indications of an uptick in public transport usage coinciding with schools 

reopening29, which may imply an increase in business activity in London, especially in parts of London 

to which workers typically commute. ONS data shows a steady decline in the number of people who 

only worked at home from week to week, and an accompanying increase in the proportion who 

only worked in their workplace. The proportion of people furloughed has also fallen (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3. Working patterns (May ð August 2020) 

Source: ONS ð Opinions and lifestyle survey 

For London in particular, on 8th September BBC Londonõs Transport and Environment 

correspondent reported that London tube journeys had returned to 32% of the same time last year, 

and bus journeys to 55% ð both a sharp rise on the previous week30.   

However, there are also concerns that a near-simultaneous increase in interactions at schools, 

universities and workplaces will lead to a spike in cases (see section 6. Since we wrote this report). 

Again, there are some indications of this happening nationally31. A significant increase in cases may 

 
29 https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/sep/07/monday-sees-biggest-jump-in-uk-transport-use-since-pandemic-began 
30 https://twitter.com/BBCTomEdwards/status/1303297137002909697. Less up to date TFL journey data can be found here: 

https://data.london.gov.uk/dataset/public-transport-journeys-type-transport   
31 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/sep/07/coronavirus-young-people-urged-to-follow-rules-as-uk-cases-rise 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/sep/07/monday-sees-biggest-jump-in-uk-transport-use-since-pandemic-began
https://twitter.com/BBCTomEdwards/status/1303297137002909697
https://data.london.gov.uk/dataset/public-transport-journeys-type-transport
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/sep/07/coronavirus-young-people-urged-to-follow-rules-as-uk-cases-rise
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necessitate the reintroduction of government restrictions, whether at a local or a national level, 

which would lead to a return in the levels of home working seen during the lockdown. 

As winter approaches, it is likely that some of the measures that have helped to maintain business 

activity in some sectors will become less effective. Colder weather will reduce the demand for 

outdoor dining, drinking and shopping, and if social distancing requirements remain in place for 

indoor activities, the result is likely to be a downturn in activity and waste from the hospitality and 

retail sectors compared with a normal year.  

The start of the pre-Christmas òblack Fridayó period may increase retail activity from November, 

but with the increased trend in online-sales, the increase in footfall that this would usually bring may 

be significantly reduced, especially if stores continue to require mask wearing and limit numbers of 

shoppers to enable social distancing. This may make a trip to the shops less convenient and less 

appealing. 

3.2. Behaviour change 

COVID-19 has had a huge impact on public behaviour, with people becoming reluctant to leave 

home, in line with the governmentõs restrictions during the lockdown. While restrictions have eased, 

some people have remained reticent about leaving their home without a good reason.  

Figure 4 shows that since July, there has been an increase in some reasons for leaving home, such as 

eating or drinking in a pub or restaurant or meeting friends and family, whether in a public place or 

at someoneõs home. There has also been an increase in people leaving home to go on holiday or 

take a short break. 

Figure 4. The most common reasons for leaving home (May ð August 2020, UK)  

Source: ONS ð Opinions and lifestyle survey 

Despite these increases, the ONS reports that in the last week of August, only 53% of adults 

reported that they felt either very comfortable or comfortable about leaving home because of 

COVID-19. If this number does not increase, people are likely to continue to spend more time at 

home than was the case prior to the pandemic. 
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 SECTORAL RECOVERY 
PATTERNS 

Some sectors have been more negatively affected by COVID-19 than others, while a small number 

have seen a positive impact. In this section we examine the economic sectors in London in four main 

categories of impact: 

¶ Long-term positive impact;  

¶ Little/no impact;  

¶ V shaped recovery; and 

¶ Long-term reduction.  

The impact of COVID-19 has also been varied depending on the size of businesses. According to a 

survey by Simply Business in June, Londonõs small businesses have reported the highest average loss 

of income in the UK, and are also the most likely to have permanently shut down, with 7% having 

done so32. However, Londonõs small businesses also reported the lowest rate of temporary closures 

ð 61% compared to the national average of 67%. In addition, 15% of Londonõs small business owners 

say they plan to start a new business after COVID-19. 

The sectors below have been categorised more broadly for modelling. The modelling categories are 

given in brackets. To find SIC33 codes included in each modelling category see Appendix 2. 

4.1. Arts and leisure (other services) 

The arts and leisure sector has seen a long term negative impact and despite the governmentõs 

announcement that theatres and live music venues in the UK could reopen from 15th August, most 

London venues are remaining closed as the social distancing measures make it commercially unviable 

to begin trading. 

While some of the larger venues have received government grants, it seems likely that many small 

venues will be unable to avoid closing down. 

Theatres and live music venues have been highlighted as òhigher riskó in the governments COVID-19 

Recovery Strategy34 and therefore its likely these businesses will be the first to have restrictions 

applied if infection rates rise. These venues typically see large proportions of plastic waste from 

single use cups which will no longer be arising as these venues remain closed. 

4.2. Office space (other services) 

COVID-19 has had a profound effect on the levels of home working. Over the last five years, the 

proportion of people who say that they mainly work from home has increased, but has remained 

relatively low as a proportion of the total workforce. Figure 5 shows in the 12-month period from 

 
32 Simply Business (2020) Small businesses and Covid-19: how has your area been impacted? 

https://www.simplybusiness.co.uk/knowledge/articles/2020/06/covid-19-and-small-business-how-has-your-area-been-impacted/ 
33 Standard industrial classification 
34 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/our-plan-to-rebuild-the-uk-governments-covid-19-recovery-strategy 

https://www.simplybusiness.co.uk/knowledge/articles/2020/06/covid-19-and-small-business-how-has-your-area-been-impacted/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/our-plan-to-rebuild-the-uk-governments-covid-19-recovery-strategy
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January to December 2019, there were an estimated 1.7 million people who said that they work 

mainly from home; this represents just over 5% of the total workforce35. 

Figure 5. Percentage of people in employment who mainly work in their own home (2015 ð 

2019, UK) 

Source: ONS ð labour market survey 

The ONS Labour Market Survey found that in April 2020, 46.6% of all workers in employment did 

some work at home36 (see Table 3). Of those who did some work from home, 86% did so as a 

result of the COVID-19 pandemic. When looking at the regional level, more than half of people 

living in London (57.2%) did some work at home. 

Table 3. Homeworking (April 2020) 

Proportion doing any work at home  UK % (April 2020)  

All persons 46.6 

Region 

London 57.2 

North East 49.1 

North West 49.4 

Yorkshire and The Humber 37.6 

East Midlands 45.1 

West Midlands 35.3 

 
35 (2019) Coronavirus and homeworking in the UK labour market: 2019 - 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/coronavirusandhomeworkingintheuklabourmarket/

2019 
36 Coronavirus and homeworking in the UK: April 2020 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/coronavirusandhomeworkingintheuk/april2020#c

oronavirus-and-homeworking-in-the-uk-data 

 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/coronavirusandhomeworkingintheuk/april2020#coronavirus-and-homeworking-in-the-uk-data
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/coronavirusandhomeworkingintheuk/april2020#coronavirus-and-homeworking-in-the-uk-data





































