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As single-use packaging spotted shelves of modern supermarkets Received 8 February 2024
and ‘untouched’ nature in the 1960s, information campaigns and Revised 14 November 2024

clean-up events popped up across Scandinavia to counter the accu- Accepted 9 January 2025
mulating littering. Whereas disposable beverage containers pro- KEYWORDS

mised to tear down trade barriers and increase international market Scandinavia; environmental
competition, critics of this development considered the disposable movements; societal actors;
bottle the epitome of the growth premises of European integration. environmental politics;

This article uses the disposable bottle as a lens through which to consumer; bottle case;
study how social actors in Scandinavia have engaged with and economic protection
challenged European integration at the tension between environ-

mental and economic interests. Focusing on the triangle of nature

protection organizations, industrial interest organizations and politi-

cians in Scandinavia, the article provides a social perspective on

European integration at and from the region’s margins. Shedding

light on the conflicting interests between international trade compe-

tition, market access and environmental protection, it demonstrates

how social and political actors instrumentalized environmental argu-

ments on disposable packaging for economic protection.

On 20 September 1988, the European Court of Justice (EC]) ruled that by restricting the
quantity of soft drinks and beers marketable in non-approved containers, the Kingdom
of Denmark had failed to fulfil its obligations to ensure the free movement of goods as
defined in the Treaty of Rome." While agreeing with the European Commission, which
had initiated the infringement procedure, that the Danish regulation of 1981
‘discriminate[d] against beverages which [we]re imported from other Member States in
their original containers’,” the court did not contest the country’s deposit-and-return
system. In contrast, the judges in Luxembourg ruled that ‘the protection of the environ-
ment is a mandatory requirement which may limit the application of Article 30 of the
Treaty’.” For the first time, ‘environmental considerations were invoked as a reason for
reversing the EC’s free-trade policies’, indicating a ‘shifting emphasis’, as a spokesman of
the defeated Commission expressed.* Commenting on the for some perhaps ‘surprising
result’,’ Lisbeth Dissing, Danish environmental attaché in Brussels, said that the
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judgment was ‘a victory’ for Denmark’s politics, which prioritized environmental protec-
tion over market integration,® while a Norwegian newspaper concluded that ‘free trade
[had] lost to environmental protection’.7

A landmark ruling within the history of European integration, the bottle case was the
culmination of a two-decades-long dispute at the societal and political level on whether
environmental considerations could - and should - constitute a ground to limit eco-
nomic growth and the free market, as the Danish government argued throughout the
court case. While the 1988 bottle case is an important landmark ruling in the political and
legal history of European market integration, its societal roots linked to movements and
voices critical of Danish and Norwegian membership of the European Communities
(EC) - either for economic or environmental reasons — have remained underexplored, as
has the history of the bottle case itself.

Within historical research, the disposable bottle has been scrutinized through the lens
of business interests, from science and technology perspectives, and within the context of
consumer and environmental traditions.® By the early 1970s, ‘a highly contested symbol
of mass consumerism and throw-away practices, much as, later, the plastic shopping
bag’,” the disposable bottle not only served as an emblem of modern consumerism, but
also of capitalism, globalization and market integration. With the disposable bottle,
corporations expected greater distribution and thus increased international competition
because products would no longer be restricted to a certain geographical area. It
materialized market integration, with foreign beers popping up on supermarket shelves
and in liquor stores, and helped spread a consumer culture that promoted the consump-
tion of natural resources and throw-away practices — a culture grounded in the growth
paradigm whose promises for a good life and higher living standards had started to erode
by the late 1960s amid increasing awareness of its detrimental environmental
consequences.'’

This article uses the disposable bottle as a lens through which to study how social
actors in Scandinavia have engaged with and challenged European integration at the
point of tension between environmental and economic interests. By focusing on the actor
triangle of nature protection organizations, industrial interest organizations and politi-
cians, the article demonstrates that the Danish position during the late 1980s infringe-
ment procedure had its roots in the societal debates about market competition,
environmental protection and modern consumerism amid increasing market integration
and growing environmental awareness during the late 1960s and the first EC enlargement
in 1973. It shows how environmental arguments have been used and reinterpreted by
different actors for different purposes to reject or limit European market integration.
Essentially, environmental regulations served as a loophole for non-tariff barriers. Hence,
the environment was used as an escape clause to uphold deposit-and-return systems in
Denmark, a regulation that was camouflaged as environmental concern but was in fact
motivated by neo-protectionism, one that reshaped the EC and its environmental
politics.

Providing the first archive-based analysis of the prehistory of the bottle case at
the intersection between corporate actors, environmental organizations and govern-
mental institutions,'" the article furthermore offers a perspective on social engage-
ment and European integration first outside and later inside of EC institutions,
highlighting how regional dynamics also influenced wider European integration
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between the 1973 enlargement and the 1987 Single European Act.'” In contrast to
previous research and the other contributions to this special dossier, this article on
the social history of European integration focuses on states at the geographical and
institutional margins of Europe. How social actors in these countries have been
impacted by (potential) European integration and how they have engaged with
Europe is less researched.” As founding members of the European Free Trade
Association (EFTA), Denmark and Norway were the only two Scandinavian coun-
tries to apply for EC membership in the early 1970s. In both countries, binding
referenda would determine whether their fate was inside or outside the EC. Europe
was thus a highly debated issue within those two Nordic societies, impacting them,
their view of Europe and their daily lives already before (or despite their never
achieving) EC membership. What is more, due to their early institutionalized
(environmental) Nordic collaboration as an alternative to Europe, societies in
both countries considered their environmental and consumer policies to be more
progressive than those of Brussels.'*

Engaging with environmental, consumer and economic politics, the analysis brings
together social activism, domestic interests and European politics. It relies on diverse
source material from social and environmental movements, industry and brewery asso-
ciations, governmental as well as intergovernmental bodies at Scandinavian and
European level (including the court files on the bottle case), newspapers, and magazines
from Scandinavian nature protection organizations and the European Environmental
Bureau (EEB), gathered through multi-national research.

Closing with the 1988 Danish bottle case, this article analyses first the societal
reactions to the introduction of the disposable bottle to the Scandinavian market by
focusing on how nature protection organizations raised awareness through anti-littering
campaigns. Shifting the focus to the regulatory level, it continues by exploring how
different societal actors sought to approach this new materiality politically. Scrutinizing
alliances and motives emerging at the turn of the 1970s, the article demonstrates that the
disposable bottle became linked to European integration at a time of EC membership
discussions in Denmark and Norway. Finally, the article examines how environmental
arguments — initially brought forward by social actors — were instrumentalized within the
more fundamental discussion on market integration, resulting in new dynamics between
economic and environmental concerns within the EC.

Littering lifestyles

In 1968, Norwegian nature witnessed a ‘triumph’ of plastics.15 In its various forms,
textures and colours, plastics — but also metal and glass beverages — littered forests,
mountains, coasts and beaches, where waves washed up refuse from the depths of the
sea.'® Plastics not only dominated everyday life - on average, a Norwegian consumed
about 25 kilogrammes of plastics in 1968, a fourth of today’s consumption - but they also
dominated beaches of the Outer Oslo fjord, accounting for more than 50% of the litter
collected in a 1969 study carried out by the Norwegian Society for the Conservation of
Nature (Norges Naturvernforbund, NNV) in order to gain knowledge about the growing
problem."” Two years later, the share of plastics at Oslo’s ‘costa del waste’ had further
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increased to nearly 60%, reflecting the general increase of non-degradable waste com-
pared to 1968.'®

In the post-war years, modern mass consumerism had swept across the Atlantic to
Europe. Disposable packaging enabled economic benefits for producers and distributors
and increased the convenience of consumers, who could now shop in self-service super-
markets. Yet, as an ‘an emblem of modern mass consumption’, plastics were ‘equally
emblematic of the negative consequences of mass consumption’."> More so than plastics,
the disposable bottle symbolized the throw-away society and culture that emerged in
post-war capitalist societies. Introduced to the Swedish market in the late 1950s and the
other Scandinavian countries in the following decade, the disposable bottle became
widely popular. Amid an increasingly mobile lifestyle, a growing popularity of outdoor
life for recreation, and an emergence of a cabin culture for leisure activities, however, this
new convenient lifestyle also left its marks on supposedly untouched nature.*

Concerned by litter accumulating in the countryside, where glass shards could ignite
forest fires,”' nature protection activists ‘feared the pleasure of being out in the open air
was being ruined’.*” To contain this hazard for aesthetic and for human and animal
health reasons alike, representatives from, among others, the NNV and the Norwegian
Trekking Association (Den Norske Turistforening) set up the country’s first anti-littering
campaign, ‘Use Your Nature Sense’ (‘Bruk naturvett’), at the start of the 1960s. Supported
by the Norwegian Ministry of Agriculture and the Directorate of National Forests, as well
as farmers’ associations, oil and insurance companies, the campaign was aimed at raising
societal awareness and emphasizing the ‘responsibility borne by everyone to conserve the
countryside’.*”> During the year-long event starting in 1962, the campaign distributed six
short films on nature awareness and behaviour to cinemas across the country; it spread
its message through advertisements and banners along Norwegian roads, and with
specially designed postage stamps of the campaign’s emblem, together with the slogan
‘Keep the Countryside Clean’, to an audience outside of Norway.**

Embedded in a continuous sharing of experiences, ‘Use Your Nature Sense’ influenced
campaigns in other countries, reflecting a transnational trend.”” During the second half
of the 1960s particularly, similar campaigns and clean-ups organized in the neighbouring
Scandinavian countries mushroomed, which increased cooperation between these nature
conservation organizations.26 In March 1966, for instance, several hundred volunteers
followed the call from Filtbiologerna, the youth division of the Swedish Society for
Nature Conservation (Svenska Naturskyddsforeningen, SNF) to the west coast of Skane.
Scouring 20 kilometres of coastline, the activists filled more than 2300 rubbish bags
collecting about 700 metric tons of waste — with the most prominent items being plastics
in various forms and glass bottles.”” This local satellite event was one of the 520 litter
clean-up days organized under the umbrella of the regional campaign ‘Keep Scania
Clean’ (‘Hdall Skane rent’) that had started in September 1965 and would last for three
years,”® connected to the nation-wide ‘Keep Sweden Clean’ (‘Hall Sverige rent’) campaign
organized by the SNF for the first time in 1962.*° By the end of the decade, Norwegian
activists themselves travelled to Sweden in order to ‘collect inspiration for the Norwegian
campaign™® that was to be organized across the country during the 1970 European
Nature Conservation Year.”'

It has been argued elsewhere that the Swedish campaigns were motivated by the desire
‘to preserve [nature] in order to experience’ the same rather than by a political critique of



EUROPEAN REVIEW OF HISTORY: REVUE EUROPEENNE D’HISTOIRE . 5

society.”” The Norwegian events, however, indicate that those interests were not mutually
exclusive: the 1960s clean-up campaigns were also motivated by a critique of the con-
sequences of modern consumer societies. Throughout the decade, these campaigns
became more explicit in their criticism of the consumer society, driving a politicization
from ‘below’. Just as ‘plastics [were] being redefined as an environmental [and occupa-
tional] hazard’®>® amid an emerging environmental agenda and growing environmental
awareness as the historian Andrea Westermann has shown for the case of West Germany,
Scandinavian activists redefined the disposable bottle into an economic and environ-
mental hazard, emphasizing the interconnection of economic, consumer and environ-
mental policies at the turn of the 1970s.**

Depositing responsibility

As a consumer product, the disposable bottle was not only embedded into economic,
environmental and consumer politics, but also at the centre of conflict among these
issues. Confronted with this new material reality, both state and social actors engaged in
discussions around the causes and possible solutions for this throw-away culture. The
historian Riidiger Graf has argued that market mechanisms and regulations were often
combined with an emphasis on consumer behaviour, turning the attention towards the
citizen.” The Scandinavian clean-ups organized during the 1960s did, in fact, follow this
logic: environmental awareness would, it was assumed, result in environmentally friendly
behaviour. Stressing the individual contribution as an important aspect, and promoting
nature conservation of the countryside to society at large, the ‘Use Your Nature Sense’
campaign was awareness-raising in character and behaviour-changing in ambition.>®

By framing littering as a matter of individual responsibility, such campaigns became
equally interesting for companies. One argument pushed by promoters of disposable
packaging was that the material was ‘neither more hazardous nor littering than other
materials’,”” but that humans merely left it behind in a place where it did not belong -
thinking very much in line with the contemporaneous understanding of pollution as
something that had ended up in the wrong place. The ‘fight against the terror of waste™®
- as one Norwegian newspaper termed it when reporting on the late 1960s ‘Keep Norway
Clean’ campaign - had thus to be directed at the individual, not at the material.”® The
emphasis on the individual and their responsibility for ‘eliminat[ing] the undesirable
consequences caused by [disposable] packaging™® made it easy for companies to hijack
the campaigns. Avoiding producer responsibility by passing it on to the consumer,
national plastics and packaging associations financially supported the information cam-
paigns, such as the late 1960s’ ‘Keep Norway Clean’ campaign or the Finnish campaign of
1967.*" A major sponsor of the nation-wide Swedish campaign was the Swedish company
PLM (previously AB Plitmanufaktur), which in the mid-1960s delivered 85% of the
disposable bottles used in Sweden.** Well covered by the events’ historical roots in nature
conservation, packaging companies also used their engagement in these campaigns as
a proof of their environmental responsibility in political discussions.*’

Just as nature protection organizations did, companies built on experiences from
abroad.** In terms of the slogans they used, these campaigns were undoubtedly inspired
by ‘Keep America Beautiful’, created in 1953 by the US American beverage industry in
reaction to state regulations on disposable beverage containers.*” Following this model,
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the Norwegian Packaging Association countered arguments for the industry’s responsi-
bility for increased littering, emphasizing the material’s necessity in everyday life. Seizing
on the clean-up campaigns initiated by nature protection organizations, the association
proposed — among other things — two ‘nature days’ per year, on which children would
clear up litter from specific areas, the cost of which would be expected to be covered by
the state.*® To legitimize their position, the association also commissioned a study which
supported their argument that a reduction of litter could not be achieved by means of
bans or deposit-and-return systems. Widely covered by the media, it argued that redu-
cing litter would depend on society’s mentality and sense of responsibility, the efficiency
and extent of the public waste management system, and the supply and demand for
different packaging materials.*”

Also in the late 1970s, when environmental movements and activists had turned
themselves against the packaging industry, the idea of the responsible consumer
remained alive. Commenting on the 1977 Action Programme on Packaging, the EEB,
founded in 1974 as an umbrella organization for European environmental
organizations and the environmental ‘watchdog’ of the European institutions,*® argued
that the success of measures on packaging ‘also depend[ed] on the cooperation of the
public (consumers)’.*” Whereas in many Western European countries functioning
deposit-and-return systems for returnable bottles were cleared away for the convenience
of disposable bottles in the 1960s and 1970s, only to be reinstalled as green consumer-
responsibility and businesses during the 1980s,”® some representatives of nature con-
servation organizations requested bans for cans and defended deposit-and-return sys-
tems where those existed, walking a fine line between promoting systemic changes and
defending the status quo.

Restricting markets

While industry organizations extolled the salutary effects of increasing market integra-
tion and the reduction of trade barriers, as well as promoted the moral economy of the
individual, environmental organizations found an unlikely ally in the breweries’
associations.”’ During the ‘Use Your Nature Sense’ campaign, the Norwegian Brewery
Association had already sided with the activists by signing up for membership in NNV
with generous annual support, as well as by circulating the appeal widely and as a full
page advertisement in 12 different periodicals and magazines with a total circulation of
130,000 copies.”® An outspoken advocate of the deposit-and-return system,> the asso-
ciation was part of the voluntary agreement among breweries, mineral-water factories
and the state-owned Wine Monopoly to also refrain from using single-use bottles from
1965 onwards.”* Such an early critique of disposable bottles allowed the Norwegian
Brewery Association to present itself as a responsible promoter of nature conservation
and a cooperative partner in anti-littering acts, when the deposit for reusable bottles was
up for discussion again in the mid-1970s.

Although this commitment and alliance might appear counter-intuitive - theoreti-
cally, breweries stood to gain from a larger market — this generally only applied to larger
breweries. The historian Finn Arne Jorgensen has argued that in the case of Norway this
engagement was not entirely motivated by environmental reasons, but also by pragmatic
and economic interests. For one, agreeing to this voluntary agreement spared the
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association conflict with environmental activists at a time when it already had trouble
with the temperance movement.*® Similarly, larger Danish breweries maintained good
relations with environmental and nature protection activists in their country by not
marketing their beer in cans.”” For another, ‘by maintain[ing] the bottle deposit system,
Norwegian breweries could prevent some market competition, because foreign bottles
would be excluded from the scheme’, as competition had increased with the creation of
EFTA in 1960.”°

Danish and Norwegian brewery associations thus advocated for reusable bottles as
protection against possible negative consequences for local breweries following market
liberalization — a motivation that seemed to be an open secret at the turn of 1970s, when
the Norwegian government introduced an act that enabled the prohibition of disposable
containers, but which was directed at bottles only.” ‘Bewildered’ that the act only
included bottles, the Norwegian National Soda Bottler Trade Association
(Mineralvannfabrikkernes Landsforening) advocated a general ban on cans in order to
limit international competition, as the introduction of cans would make it easier for
foreign ‘giant factories’ to enter the domestic Norwegian market — something which in
their eyes would inevitably lead to foreign beer outcompeting local production.®

Following the Norwegian example, in 1968 Danish breweries and retailers declared
that they would not sell beer in disposable bottles. Although they went along with it, the
mineral water producers were sceptical towards this voluntary agreement, doubting that
the retailer organization could effectively force its members to this commitment and that
it would reduce the ‘risk’ of foreign companies selling beer and mineral water in
disposable packages on the Danish market.®" Their concern was in fact not without
grounds, because retailers did profit from the practical and marketing benefits offered by
this new materiality.’> During renegotiations in 1973, the director of the Danish super-
market Irma, for instance, considered the common market an alternative to the Swedish
market for the import of canned beer.”® Neither did all breweries, such as the Danish
brewery Faxe, considered throw-away packaging to be disadvantageous.®* Faxe was thus
also importing and marketing canned beer from Swedish breweries in Denmark in
1970.°

For breweries and beverage industries, in turn, the disposable bottle offered a way to
expand their distribution and market beyond local range as the throw-away bottle did not
require return, cleaning and refilling. As such, disposable bottles and aluminium cans
enabled wide-spread networks of distribution as well as more efficient transportation, as
an increasing number of disposable beverages could be transported per load due to
thinner glass resulting in lower distribution costs.’® In particular, such prospects in
market and sales expansion were attractive to large breweries that had the economic
means for investments in canning facilities and infrastructure.”” Hence, what appears as
a domestic issue was in fact closely tied to attempts for — and rejection of - regional
integration and the expansion of common markets.

An epitome of European integration

The disposable materiality allowed beverages to move across borders of the developing
EC common market and EFTA, which followed and promoted capitalist rationales, thus
highlighting ‘the close imbrication’ of capitalism and European integration.*® From an
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environmental-activist perspective, the disposable bottle epitomized the growth-centred
premise of Nordic and European market integration affecting societies within as well as
outside of the EC: more competition would lead to more consumption which would
result in more waste.”” Where activists equated the disposable bottle with the common
market, the Norwegian Plastics Association (Norsk Plastforening) drew parallels between
the discussion on plastic packaging and European integration because it divided people
into two factions, either for or against.””

In fact, the discussion around the throw-away bottle took place against the back-
ground of emerging environmental politics and steps towards market integration at
Nordic and European level at the turn of the 1970s. Between 1968 and 1970, the
Nordic countries negotiated the creation of the Nordic Economic Union (NORDEK)
in order to intensify the inter-Nordic trade that had already expanded within EFTA,”"
and which required increased harmonized legislation and regulation on agriculture,
industry and trade.”” Following the collapse of the NORDEK negotiations in
March 1970, the Danish and Norwegian governments applied for membership of the
EC. In both countries, EC membership stirred intense debates and division across
political and societal lines, culminating in binding referenda during the autumn of
1972, leaving Denmark as the only Nordic country to join the EC in 1973.”

In both countries, the disposable bottle as a symbol of European market integration
stirred debate about the positive and negative consequences of this new packaging, which
threatened to destroy well-functioning deposit-and-return systems with a reuse rate of
about 95% and more by the early 1970s.”* Environmental activists, major brewery
associations and some politicians warned about ‘Swedish conditions’,”> fanning fear of
the environmental degradation caused by the American-style consumerism epitomized
by disposable beverage containers. By 1968, a decade after disposable beverage containers
for beer had been introduced in Sweden, 50% of the entire sales were in disposable glass
bottles and cans, which amounted to about 100-200 million cans and an equal number of
bottles.”® Between 1967 and 1972, the share of canned beer in the Swedish market had
risen from 3% to 40%,”” with measurable societal, environmental and economic effects
overall,”® including rising costs for the cleaning up of cities and the countryside, as well as
for the public health system due to an increase in glass-shard related injuries.”” In both
Denmark and Norway, canned beer made up less than 3% of the total sales, as breweries
voluntarily abstained from marketing canned beer — an agreement that initially had been
grounded in environmental concerns.®

Nature protection and environmental organizations as well as EC critics in both
countries expected gentlemen’s agreements to collapse with the entrance into the EC
common market,”" as they were in conflict with Article 30 of the Treaty of Rome.* In
fact, environmental protection and the equation of the EC with economic growth was
a central argument deployed to reject EC membership during the early 1970s.** Since the
guiding principles of the EC — economic growth and free trade — were incompatible with
‘eco-politics’, Norwegian environmental and anti-EC activist Morten Norderhaug argued
that membership would inevitably lead to an exploitation of natural resources, environ-
mental degradation and a commercialization of nature.** Hence, due to the capitalist
rationales of European integration, many environmental and anti-EC activists doubted
that EC membership would be beneficial for environmental protection and did not trust
the contemporaneous developments on environmental politics within the European
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Communities. Author of the 1970 ‘costa del waste’ article, Norderhaug was also involved
in the anti-EC membership campaign’s written response on the Norwegian government’s
white paper on EC membership. The EC’s promise of economic growth, which was
meant to increase living standards across the member states, would, according to the
comment, be achieved at a significant environmental and social cost and hence fail to
increase the quality of life.*> Additionally, the response warned that once Norway had
become a member of the EC, it would no longer be able to prohibit the sales of foreign,
environmentally harmful products on their market due to the common market
principles.*®

The prospect of collapsing gentlemen’s agreements and a renunciation of prohibition
and taxation as instruments of environmental politics and market protectionism alike, as
well as less strict — or in terms of fisheries stricter — environmental regulations motivated
several Danish and Norwegian environmental organizations to either position them-
selves against EC membership or be openly critical of it.*” In a 1972 study on canned
beer, the Danish Environmental Forum (Miljo-Forum), the youth organization of the
Danish Society for Nature Conservation (Danmarks Naturfredningsforening), expressed
that whilst the can as such was not a major polluter, packaging was ‘a textbook example of
the contradiction that exists between the industry’s and what should be society’s goal’.*®
By framing littering as a moral responsibility of consumers rather than an economic
obligation of producers, consumers stood to correct the systemic mistakes of the macro-
structures — economic growth and use of natural resources — with their own actions at
a micro level. Equally, some NNV activists had criticized the clean-up campaigns for
exactly this allocation of responsibility as it ‘creat[ed] the illusion that the scapegoat, “the
environmental pig”, were individuals’, and thus described such information campaigns
as ‘ripples on the surface’.*” Hence, the spread of the disposable bottle through market
integration was understood to lead to poorer quality of living, more environmental
pollution, and a decline of domestic breweries and thus of jobs. Yet, the disposable and
moveable materiality of the bottle not only tied it to international competition but also to
issues of regulatory policy power and the environmental legitimacy of the EC.

Environmental protection as escape clause

After joining the EC in 1973, the Danish beer and soda market seemed to witness what
environmental organizations and smaller breweries had predicted. When Denmark
entered the common market, canned beer accounted for about 1.5% of the country’s
domestic sales; about 75% of those 40 million cans were marketed by the brewery Faxe.”
Six months later, sales had risen by 40% compared to previous year’s sales during the
same time period.”’ Half a year into the common market, the Danish Brewery
Association estimated that by the mid-1970s, canned beer would account for up to
30% of domestic sales. Although they had previously warned about ‘Swedish conditions’,
major breweries such as Carlsberg and Tuborg now wanted to have a share in the
potentially lucrative market.”

Once the country had secured EC membership, the Danish Environmental Ministry
(Miljoministeriet) adopted the arguments and the position of the social actors, challen-
ging the environmental authority of the Community. Siding with the critics of disposable
beverage containers, the Ministry concluded in 1973 that while information campaigns
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and improved waste-bin infrastructure could counter the development, a deposit-and-
return system was the ‘only solution’,” in particular when considering otherwise soaring
expenses for waste collection in urban and nature areas because packaging was consid-
ered ‘worthless’.”* Reacting to the expected developments nine months into the common
market, Environment Minister Jens Kampmann settled a voluntary agreement with
breweries and retailers to freeze the share of canned beer at 2% of sales.” Eight years
later, this voluntary agreement was consolidated and from 1 January 1982 onwards,
carbonated beverages, including water, soft drinks and beer, were only allowed to be
marketed in reusable containers which met the technological requirements approved by
the Danish Environmental Protection Agency (Miljostyrelsen).”® This decision, taken by
Environment Minister Erik Holst in 1981, also forbade metal containers, with the result
that beverages could practically only be marketed in glass bottles in order to be part of
this deposit-and-return system.

With this new legislation, Denmark had not only closed off its domestic beer, soda and
mineral-water market from the rest of the EC, but in the eyes of the EEB, it had also
provided Europe with a well-functioning ‘model’ for the rest of the Community.”’
Considering the Danish regulations to be the benchmark of what ought to be possible
at a European level, the EEB dismissed the Draft Directive on Packaging for Liquid
Beverages which the Commission had issued in the early 1980s, arguing that it was ‘so
much weaker than Denmark’s original intention that the Commission in no way can
claim to be responding to Denmark’s intention’.”® Analogous to the late-1960s and early-
1970s arguments, the EEB criticized the European institutions, arguing that they were
prioritizing the wasteful consumption of natural resources and that they were all too
willingly following the ‘powerful packaging lobby’.””

The Commission, however, looked at the ‘Danish Model’ somewhat differently: bottle
deposits symbolized market protectionism and an obstacle to trade and growth. Whereas
Denmark was willing to increase the amount of beer to be sold in non-approved, metal-
free and single-use containers by foreign producers as long as they were part of a deposit-
and-return system that secured the recycling of the resources, it refused to abandon its
recycling system.'® Contrary to its own assessment, in 1986 the Kingdom of Denmark
thus faced an infringement procedure.'®’ By means of their regulations from 1981 and
1984, the Commission argued, Denmark had ‘almost perfectly shielded off’ its market
from beer and soda imports from other member states.'** It was the 1984 amendments in
particular which allowed for temporal and quantitative exceptions as well as the absence
of regulations on disposable beverage containers on other goods, such as milk or wine,
that challenged the country’s environmental reasoning—markets, the Commission
claimed, that were without competition for the domestic industry.'%*

For a country with a significant brewing industry, regulating the use and marketing
of disposable bottles was a positive sum game from a state perspective: a ban or
a quantitative limit to beer sold in disposable bottles would strengthen the domestic
breweries’ position in the national market while also securing well-being and envir-
onmental protection, as well as businessess and tax revenues. Indeed, Denmark was
a net exporter of beverages, above all beer. In 1969, half the country’s beer exports
were shipped to other EFTA countries,'®* and by 1973, beer exports accounted for
27% of the total beer production, of which about one-third was exported in cans.'®
Hence, the fact that glass bottles had to comply with the deposit-and-return system
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and that cans were limited to about 2% of the total domestic sales did not mean that
Danish breweries did not gain from the benefits which disposable beverage containers
made possible. On the contrary: the domestic regulations had led to a separation of
production into reusable bottles for the domestic market and cans and disposable
bottles for export.'’ While strongly advocating for a domestic recycling system,
breweries such as Carlsberg could expand to other European and international
markets without having to fear competition at home.'”” Hence, Danish breweries’
exports not only benefitted from but also depended on the absence of agreements and
environmental restrictions in other countries.

Ironically, concerns about international competitiveness had been an essential motive
for countries within market communities to collaborate on environmental politics from
the late 1960s onwards.'”® Parallel to attempts to strengthen market integration, more
and more countries as well as international organizations established environmental
institutions and policies to counter the degrading effects of economic growth - an
international development that in 1972 culminated in the first global conference on the
environment, organized by the United Nations.'”® At the European level, the European
Parliament had pushed for the establishment of EC environmental policies, launching its
first Environmental Action Programme in 1973; since then it has worked - among other
things - for the harmonization of environmental regulations to avoid competitive
disadvantages and non-tariff barriers following domestic environmental policies.' "’

Yet, in the absence of any European regulation on this matter in place, the Danish
government used the Cassis de Dijon ruling as a justification for its policies during the
court hearings. This ruling, which was passed in 1979 and has been argued to have laid
the ‘legal foundation for the new consumer policy’ of the EC, had established the doctrine
of mutual recognition which meant that ‘goods produced and marketed in one member
state could be marketed and sold in all member states’ and as such strengthen free
trade."'! At the same time, the Cassis de Dijon ruling had ‘crucially recognized national
consumer legislation as a legitimate barrier to trade’,''” as it allowed member states to
‘regulate all matters relating to the production and marketing . . . in their own territory’ in
the absence of common rules.!'> Given the introduction of the preservation and protec-
tion of the environment as a key objective of the Community in the Single European Act
of 1987, questions remained whether the case in question fell under Cassis de Dijon.""*

In fact, as early as its entry into the EC in 1973, Denmark’s ministries had singled out
environmental concerns as legitimate grounds to justify its integrated deposit-and-return
system. As long as bans, voluntary agreements and deposit-and-return systems were
exclusively justified by environmental reasoning, the ministries concluded that accusa-
tions and conflicts of interests with the Treaty of Rome could be dismissed using Article
36 of the treaty, which allowed for exceptions to free trade, for instance, for ‘the
protection of human or animal life or health’.'’> Environmental protection emerged
here as an escape clause for other interests, such as economic neo-protectionism.
Although it was using both Cassis de Dijon and environmental protection as cartes
blanches, during the court case the Danish government denied nevertheless that it was
pursuing economic protectionism by means of environmental protection.''® Rather, just
as social actors did in the early 1970s, the Danish government challenged Brussels’s
environmental legitimacy, arguing that the ‘Commission had not been able to keep up
with the increasing ecological and environmental awareness’ in the Community and
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hence represented an outdated understanding of environmental issues that was stuck in
the 1970s."

When in 1988 the ECJ acknowledged environmental aims and policies as a legitimate
cause for the violation of the European free-trade politics, it also reflected the shifting
position of the environment within the EC after the Single European Act.''® With their
decision, the judges in Luxembourg communicated a clear message to the Commission:
the protection of the environment was an imperative requirement of European integra-
tion and ‘a mandatory requirement which may limit the application of Article 30 of the
Treaty’.'” To the Commission, in turn, the ruling was a signal for it to harmonize
environmental regulations, as it was an absence of a common rule on this matter that had
made it possible for Denmark to argue this case in the first place.'*’

The 1988 ‘victory for the environment at the ECJ’, which Denmark had defended by
proxy for the other Nordic countries,'*' reinforced the country’s self-perception as
a progressive environmentalist nation. Danish environmental minister Lone Dybkjeer
was confident of the court’s decision ‘to have great importance for future environmental
cooperation within the EC.'?? Moreover, the ruling confirmed environmentalist and
anti-EC-activists” perceptions about the EC and its growth rationale from two decades
earlier. Hence, in as much as market integration stirred discussions about environmental
protection and economic protectionism, the regulations in turn limited and challenged
market integration, eventually leading to a limitation and change of European coopera-
tion by means of environmental regulations in the late 1980s.

For Danish breweries, by contrast, the decision held little promise. As long as this
snowballing protectionism had not rolled across the European common market, Danish
breweries benefitted from their domestic deposit-and-return system. The 1988 ruling,
however, stirred a nervousness among Danish breweries, whose export markets could
soon introduce similar recycling systems, possibly endangering an export industry worth
millions of Danish kroner, contradictory to their initial intentions.'*’

Conclusion

Within the history of European integration, the Danish bottle case demonstrates
a shifting emphasis between economic and environmental interests. In contrast to the
Cassis de Dijon ruling, which had recognized consumer legislation as a legitimate trade
barrier, with this landmark ruling of 1988, environmental protection was accepted as
a reasonable ground to limit the free-trade imperative of the Communities. Whereas the
1981 Danish legal regulation of the deposit-and-return system should be seen as a form of
environmentally reasoned and economically interested resistance to European market
integration, the country not only challenged the imperative of European market integra-
tion, but also the European institutions’ environmental legitimacy. By looking into the
prehistory of the Danish bottle case, this article has uncovered the societal roots of this
governmental position and the wider social history of European integration as seen
through the lens of the disposable bottle.

Amid increasing market integration, growing environmental awareness and emerging
mass consumerism during the 1960s and the first EC enlargement, the disposable bottle
emerged as a symbol not only of the throw-away society and culture that promoted US
American-style capitalism and was based on natural-resource-intensive economic
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growth, but also of the European growth paradigm. Against the background of Nordic
and European market integrations at the turn of the 1970s, the discussion about the
disposable bottle as well as its regulation resonated in Denmark and Norway in parti-
cular, both being countries that had well-functioning deposit-and-return systems and in
which EC membership was decided on by binding referenda. The defence of the return-
able bottle, however, was grounded in a variety of interests and motives, leading to
somewhat unlikely alliances, such as between nature protection organizations and brew-
eries” associations. Combining a neo-protectionist and an environmental dimension, the
critique of the disposable bottle as an epitome of mass consumerism was also instru-
mentalized to criticize European market integration as a system only concerned with
maximizing profits and growth and its centralization of power - a position taken first and
foremost by nature conservationists, new environmentalists and anti-EC-membership
activists. Yet it was not only such differing social actors that instrumentalized environ-
mental protection as an argument for different and opposing interests. Once Denmark
has secured membership of the EC, Danish ministries - in their power struggle with
Brussels about economic protection — adopted the arguments that had initially been put
forward by nature conservation and environmental organizations.

The article has further demonstrated that while the disposable bottle fostered colla-
boration among various social actors across Scandinavia and Europe, it also limited
economic integration. For more than two decades, the disposable bottle remained
a contested issue. Essentially, the discussion on disposable bottles was a conflict between,
on the one hand, interests in European market integration, consumer demands, advocacy
of capitalist forms of distribution and sales, and, on the other, environmental, health and
economic concerns emerging from pollution and rehabilitation. Environmental and
protectionist interests coalesced at the governmental level in particular. Voluntary
agreements, domestic deposit-and-return systems, and bans allowed countries such as
Denmark to pursue a two-pronged strategy, as environmental protection was also -
though not exclusively — used as a pretext to secure regulations that also held economic,
protectionist benefits. Through the lens of the disposable beer bottle, the article has thus
also recounted a history of integration through disintegration by analysing how social
and consumer culture was shaped by growing market integration, as well as how
domestic regulations and societal engagement in reaction to this development limited
and changed European integration throughout the 1960s and 1980s.
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