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FETSUND, Norway: One at a time, the elderly
lady places her empties into the gaping hole of
a machine at the entrance to an Oslo supermar-
ket. With a well-functioning deposit system,
Norway recycles almost all of its plastic bottles.
“You have to get rid of them, so you may as well
do it intelligently,” says the woman in her 70s, as
the machine spits out a bar-code ticket that en-
titles her to around 30 kroner ($3.25) either in
cash or credit at the till.

With its 97 percent recycling rate, Norway is
10 years ahead of the EU’s 2029 target date, by
when countries must recycle at least 90 percent
of their plastic bottles. That compares to barely
60 percent in France and in the UK, which is
considering a deposit system. The deposit sys-
tem is widely viewed as the key to the Nordic
country’s success. 

Customers pay a few extra cents when they
buy a drink in a plastic bottle, and they’re re-
funded that amount when they return their emp-
ties. “When you have a deposit on the empties,
you actually tell the consumers that they buy the
product but they borrow the packaging,” ex-
plains Kjell Olav Maldum, the head of Infinitum,
a company created by manufacturers and dis-
tributors to run the deposit scheme.

The concept of returning empties has be-
come so widespread there’s even a verb in the
Norwegian language for it - a pante (pro-
nounced Oh pant-uh). As an added bonus, the
reverse vending machines give customers the
choice of using their refund to buy a lottery
ticket that benefits charity.

Unsolvable Rubik’s cubes 
More than 1.1 billion plastic bottles and alu-

minum cans were returned in 2018 at collection
points in supermarkets, petrol stations and small
shops. In Fetsund, about 30 km northeast of
Oslo, a steady stream of trucks dump thousands
of empties at a time at Infinitum’s main process-
ing centre. Bouncing along on conveyor belts,
the plastic bottles that once contained water,
juice or soda are sorted, compacted and placed
on pallets resembling enormous colorful Rubik’s
cubes, destined for a second life after recycling.

Each new plastic bottle contains around 10
percent recycled materials, a level the country
hopes to increase with a regressive tax that would
encourage manufacturers to use recycled plastic
instead of new plastic, which is currently cheaper.

Valuable waste 
“We call it clean loop recycling: if you put

your bottles into a machine, they sort of enter a
clean loop,” says Harald Henriksen, head of busi-
ness area collection solutions at Tomra, the
world leader in reverse vending machines. “You
can use it again and again, and you can make
new bottles many, many times,” he says. In this
example of a circular economy, what some con-
sider waste becomes a resource, whose value
encourages collection and recycling.

The idea has begun to catch on elsewhere.
“One example is Lithuania where they had a 34-
percent return rate before the deposit system
was introduced, and at the end of year number
two that had already increased to 92 percent,”
says Henriksen. Larissa Copello of environmen-

tal organization Zero Waste Europe told AFP de-
posit return systems are “the only way” to meet
the EU target. But the organization would also
like to see a mixed system that would collect
glass bottles for reuse, and extend the deposit
system to other types of plastic packaging.

According to WWF, the equivalent of 15 tons
of plastic are dumped into the world’s oceans

every minute. While the Norwegian recycling in-
dustry acknowledges the planet needs to put an
end to the problem, they think plastic - a light-
weight, practical and cheap material - still has a
promising future. “Is the problem with plastic it-
self, or is it the way that we the consumers be-
have ourselves,” asks Maldum. “Plastic is still
fantastic but keep it out of nature.” — AFP 

In Norway, bottles made of 
plastic are still fantastic 

1.1 billion plastic bottles, aluminum cans returned in 2018

FRANKFURT: Germany’s second-largest lender Commerzbank
yesterday reported sliding profits for 2019, as costs for job cuts
linked to its restructuring weighed on the bottom line. Net profits
dropped over 25 percent to Ä644 million ($701 million), the Frank-
furt-based Commerzbank said, although it was able to make a
slight improvement in operating profits. Severance charges for
some 4,300 employees worldwide struck especially in the final
three months of 2019, as the group slashed its payroll to just over
40,000 people.

After a failed bid early last year to merge with crosstown rival
Deutsche Bank, Commerzbank is pressing ahead with restructuring
and with digitizing more of its internal processes. The lender added
almost half a million new retail and business clients last year, hop-
ing the bigger base will make for fatter profits when eurozone in-
terest rates eventually rise. Meanwhile it was able to increase
slightly the capital buffer regulators require of banks to withstand
financial shocks.

“Our strong capital ratio... provides us with more flexibility in
the implementation of our strategy and for focused growth,” chief
financial officer Bettina Orlopp said in a statement. With profits
weaker, Commerzbank trimmed its dividend this year, to 15 euro
cents per share. Looking ahead to 2020, it expects revenues “at
least at the level of 2019”, while costs will be inflated by modern-
ization of its IT systems. Bosses hope selling off Polish subsidiary
mBank will cover the expenses, although according to German
media only one prospective buyer is so far in the running. — AFP 

Outgoing CEO proud
as Credit Suisse 
profits jump 69% 
ZURICH: Credit Suisse boss Tidjane Thiam claimed suc-
cess yesterday after the bank posted a 69-percent jump
in profit for 2019, despite a snooping scandal that is forc-
ing him out. “I am proud of what Credit Suisse has
achieved during my tenure,” Thiam said in a statement an-
nouncing the results. “We have turned Credit Suisse
around and our 2019 results show we can be sustainably
profitable,” he said. Thiam, who will step down on Friday,
became chief executive five years ago and implemented a
restructuring program to put more of a focus on the bank’s
wealth management unit.

Wealth management helped push up net profit to 3.4
billion Swiss francs ($3.5 billion) on revenues of 22.48 bil-
lion francs - up seven percent from 2018. But revenues at
its investment banking arm declined 23 percent to 1.6 bil-
lion Swiss francs due to a drop in mergers and acquisi-
tions activity. Credit Suisse is the second biggest bank in
Switzerland.

Since September last year, it has been under a cloud
following revelations that it spied on its former head of
wealth management, Igbal Khan, after his unexpected de-
parture to join rival UBS. There were further revelations
of spying on a former head of human relations and claims
that it had infiltrated the emails of Greenpeace, which has
campaigned for Credit Suisse to stop investing in fossil

fuels. Thiam has repeatedly stated he had no knowledge
of the spying. Thiam will be replaced by Thomas Gottstein,
who currently heads up all of the bank’s activities for the
Swiss market. — AFP 

FETSUND, Norway: Plastic bottles are compacted and placed on pallets at a recycling plant of the
company Infinitum in southeastern Norway on Jan 21, 2020. — AFP 

ZURICH: French-Ivorian Tidjane Thiam gives his last press
conference as Credit Suisse CEO during its annual results
yesterday. — AFP 

Restructuring and job cuts
hit profits at Commerzbank


