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Keep South Australia Beautiful Inc.

19/5/2003

The Secretary

Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology

& Arts Legislation Committee

Parliament House

Canberra

ACT 2600

Dear Sir/Madam

RE:
Plastic Bag Levy Bill 2002

KESAB environmental solutions is pleased to enclose a submission in response to the draft Bills before the Committee;

· Plastic Bag Levy (Assessment & Collection) Bill 2002

· Plastic Bag (Minimisation of Usage) Education Fund Bill 2002.

We wish the Committee well in deliberations over the matter of plastic bag waste reduction, and subsequent environmental impacts.

Should further information be required we would be pleased to assist.

Yours sincerely

John Phillips

Executive Director


Submission:

Plastic Bag Levy Bill (Assessment & Collection) Bill 2002





Plastic Bag (Minimisation of Usage) Education Fund Bill

Prepared for:

The Secretary

Senate Environment, Communications, Information & Technology and the Arts Legislation Committee

Parliament House

Canberra

Prepared by:
John Phillips

Executive Director

KESAB environmental solutions

Date:


20/5/2003

Background

KESAB environmental solutions is an environmental organisation focusing on educating communities to adopt sustainable actions encouraging environmental improvement and best practices.

KESAB is recognised across Australia as a leader in community environmental education and action, providing innovative programs and strategies supporting government, commerce and industry, and the broader community.

Programs include Tidy Towns, Clean Site, Shop to Shore, Clean Waters, and solid waste, resource recovery, and recycling education in schools and the community.

Targets of "Zero Waste" and impacts of the waste stream provide the total Australian community with many challenges in future years, specifically to reduce waste.

Life style issues such as convenience, free flowing markets and product access through vast retail networks, and concentration of large populations in urban centres, all play a part in how we must manage huge volumes of waste disposed or recycled each day.

Despite Government led strategies since the early 90's whereby communities and business have been encouraged to divert and treat waste as a resource, waste continues to grow. There are examples of successful recycling programs, but more are needed.

Whilst business and communities generally enjoy a low or self regulatory operating and living environment, governments must provide leadership and new initiatives, including regulation, to reduce volumes and impacts of the waste stream.

Governments must embrace a more cohesive approach to solve future waste issues.


Plastic Bags

Plastic bags are used extensively in manufacturing, packaging, and retail/consumer sectors. An array of data is available via different sources in relation to quantities of plastic bags used. However data is used often selectively subject to need and purpose.

The debate is heavily concentrated on the retail "supermarket" type shopping bag, and overlooks the use of plastic in a plethora of retail and other broader sector.

Given the basis of the proposed Bill(s) it is assumed the key focus is to reduce the use and volume of shopping bags generated through the retail sector.

Key issues relative to plastic bags are:

1. Litter

2. Waste to landfill

3. Harm to marine mammals and other wildlife

4. Community perceptions

5. Levy & Deposit Options

1. Litter

KESAB undertakes the only regular litter count process in Australia at over 150 sites each quarter in South Australia.

Plastic makes up 27% of the litter stream (Feb '03). It appears that plastic in the litter stream is on the increase. Whilst the data is South Australian based it is likely representative of Australia with slight local nuances.

Plastic litter is predominantly counted along highways (59%) Industrial sites (12%) and shopping centres and car parks (11%).

Confectionery wrappers make up 25% of all plastic items counted, followed by straws and take away food packaging items (18%), whilst plastic bags and sheeting account for 14%. 

Of a total of 4550 plastic items counted (Feb 03) at 150 sites, plastic bags and sheeting accounted for 637 items. Total litter counted for the period were 16,858 items

Plastic is also reported as a major item in the Clean Up Australia Day Rubbish Report.

The source of plastic bag litter does not just relate to consumers, but also through poor waste transport practices, illegal dumping, and landfill operators failure to contain litter on site.

Litter is a significant issue for governments, business and the community to address to ensure environmental protection, waste reduction, and improved aesthetic values.


2. Waste to Landfill

Plastic contributes to significant volumes of waste to landfill every day. It is often reported that plastic does not break down and this statement is incorrect. However plastic does not readily break down and takes decades to do so, subject to conditions of disposal and storage.

In context, it could be argued that plastic does not contribute to volumes by weight or space when compared to other household or commercial waste streams to landfill.

However there are examples of significant volumes of waste separation from household and commercial waste streams that clearly have a positive impact on overall waste reduction efforts eg, glass, cardboard, newsprint, steel, plastic, and aluminium.

Significant volumes of beverage industry plastics are separated from domestic waste, and some mixed plastics from the commercial sector.

The key issues relative to successful collection programs are minimal contamination, separation from other recyclables for re-processing, and demand by end markets.

South Australia which has Container Deposit Legislation demonstrates the value of regulation by collecting larger numbers of beverage containers per capita than any other State in Australia, and produces the cleanest recycling product for reprocessing than any other State.

The above collection and processing outcomes also add value to the commercial commodity price of the products.

The above information is detailed in the submission because it is very relevant to the success of any proposed plastic bag deposit or levy scheme being considered by the Committee and underpinned by the proposed Bill.

3. Harm to marine mammals and animals

The harm and death inflicted upon marine and other wildlife by ingesting or becoming entangled in plastic bags is well documented. It is not the intention of this submission to dwell on such impacts.

Australians enjoy an enviable life style with fishing being a popular recreational activities. Australia also supports a significant commercial fishing industry. Both of these contribute significantly to plastic bag litter pollution and therefore added threats to wildlife.

Recreational fisher's create significant problems with discarded bait bags, and issues such as biodegradable products or tough penalties for pollution should be promulgated in parallel to Committee deliberations re a plastic bag levy


4. Community Perceptions

Community perception and emotion plays a key role in determining reduction outcomes of waste products, especially those such as plastic bags.

Community perception and those of "purist" environmentalists often devalue the overall benefits of plastic products and day to day application impacting on each and every one of us.

Lightweight, strong plastic products used in health and motor vehicles, protection of food products, and communications equipment are examples allowing the high living standards we all enjoy, and would likely be diminished without them.

Whilst more often than not plastic bags are perceived as "bad", they do provide for lifestyle convenience and are a part of every day lifestyle.

However plastic bags are a luxury. The community, supported by stakeholders (supermarkets), could reduce the huge volumes used simply by changing habits and behaviour.

More importantly the successful reduction of plastic bags would provide a model to encourage increased environmental awareness and personal action across other waste issues as the management of waste continues to rise in importance.

Whilst KESAB has considerable expertise and promulgates a range of waste management and reduction environmental education initiatives, clearly there are examples wherein the community must be encouraged to respond through stronger measures.

These measures include sensible and workable regulations that do not impact against the responsible consumer, but impact on the irresponsible user ie; a user pays approach.

If real gains and measures are to be implemented to encourage improved environmental management at the community level, a levy or deposit on plastic bags is the most practical method of achieving reduction and diversion of the product from the waste stream and change behavioural patterns.


5. Levy & Deposit Options

Container Deposit Legislation (CDL) as regulated in South Australia shows the benefits of such a system and provides a model for the Committee to consider.

CDL continues to create considerable debate throughout Australia. This ongoing argument is often fragmented through miss-leading and selected reporting from Industry groups and ongoing lobbying against this (or any other) form of regulation.

If the millions of dollars spent by the beverage industry and packaging associations had been pointed to more constructive environmental solutions we believe much improved waste management outcomes would have been achieved in a much shorter time frame.

The plastic bag debate is an example wherein the packaging and retail sectors fails to demonstrate new, innovative, and sound environmental stewardship.

The Packaging Council of Australia response to the plastic bag debate is to form a committee and identify options over the next three years. This standard ploy frustrates consumers, and other stakeholders, that have been seeking action for the past decade.

It seeks to derail any regulatory effort to progress solutions.

In the main any response to environmental improvements have occurred as part of regulation and competition, and has not been based on proactive solutions to care for the environment or increased corporate stewardship.

These comments do not detract from examples of proactive waste management strategies and actions in some manufacturing industries.

The issue of deposits or levies being un-constitutional will surely be raised through this debate by opponents of the Bill(s). In recent weeks the argument has been forthcoming during debate in the Northern Territory and past experience shows NSW, WA and Vic. have used this obstacle to oppose any move forward re a deposit.

These above arguments should not divert the purpose of the Committee to fully investigate options to implement a regulatory approach to support strategies underpinning community participation in environmental improvement initiatives.

The key issues in KESAB's view to resolve are;

I. Should regulations provide for a levy or deposit?

II. What value should such a levy or deposit be?

III. How will any system be administrated?

(1). Levy or Deposit?

There is a difference between a levy and a deposit. 

A levy is a tax whereby all people pay. It could be argued of course for and against, subject to which side one may be aligned to. Never the less a levy would apply to all consumers and not be dependent on whether one uses plastic bags or not.

As an example it may apply to all persons who shop at retail no matter if they accept or decline a plastic bag (The Plastic Bag Levy).

A deposit applies only to those persons who purchase goods packaged in plastic bags. Upon completing their use of the bag they have the option of redeeming the deposit or forfeiting it subject to their own choice. (The Plastic Bag Deposit)

For administration purposes the levy option is the least complicated to manage.

(11). Value of Levy or Deposit

The South Australian CDL example shows that 5c per item results in significant volumes of products being recovered and recycled.

However it could be argued the value of 5c has been eroded in recent years and 10c is sitting in the wings waiting to be considered. Ultimately it will happen as there is also a cost to administer any levy or deposit legislation and the higher the fee the outcome of success will be improved due to increased level of infrastructure support.

The volume of product at source of consumption that the levy or deposit is applied is also central to consideration to type of regulation implemented.

Unlike the beverage industry deposit in SA wherein volumes of containers are considerably less and likely easier to manage than one on plastic bags, there is also the lesser initial value of the product in the instance of plastic bags.

Beverage containers are more easily handled and have an established end market as a valued commodity. Currently there is limited end use for plastic film or sheet product collected and whilst bag use may be reduced there will no doubt be significant volumes left in the waste stream.

Any levy must be relevant to the purpose and likely outcome combined with community acceptance. The proposed 25c levy will have a negative impact on community support.

Furthermore funds collected via a levy must be directed to support community environmental protection and behavioural change initiatives, and not simply disappear into general revenue or bureaucratic administration, as is often the case.

(111). Administration

No doubt commerce and industry will oppose any form or deposit or levy regulation. 

Taken as a given it is imperative that the commercial sector be integrated in the system if such regulation is to be successful.

Funds received from business should be paid into a fully accountable central fund.

This points to a joint administrative approach whereby commerce and industry should be audited to ensure full funds are collected, outcomes of reduction and diversion initiatives are monitored, and funds are returned to the community in new and innovative ways to further enhance environmental education and improvement in the community.

Comments of Draft Bill(s)

KESAB supports the general thrust of the proposed Bill(s) to introduce a 10c levy to underpin reduction of the use and environmental impact of plastic bags.

Outcomes would reduce litter and waste to landfill.

Importantly the proposed Bill(s) provide an opportunity to encourage the broader community to address a lifestyle issue through behavioural change that may benefit the environment in other areas of community activity.

Waste is an area wherein the community can play an active role to determine solutions that result in tangible outcomes, unlike many bigger picture environmental challenges.

Outcomes must ensure that government, commerce & Industry and the community work together to achieve a practical outcome.

Plastic Bag Levy (Assessment and Collection) Act 2002.

KESAB supports a levy system be recommended at 10c per bag. The proposed Bill is currently underpinned by a 25c levy. This would appear to high and inconsistent when compared to existing legislation or deposit schemes currently being debated throughout Australia.

A time frame has not been built into the levy and KESAB recommends a three (3) period be set to achieve targeted outcomes.

Comments continued

Plastic Bag (Minimisation of Usage) Education Fund Act 2002

Section 3 Interpretation

What is meant by "Other Waste Minimisation" in this interpretation.

This points to a widening of the purpose of use of monies collected. Whilst this may be desirable it must be detailed more comprehensively.

Section 4 (3) Control

Whilst it is recognised that any piece of legislation must be controlled by the Commonwealth, guidelines need to be clearly detailed as to use and allocation of funds.

Considerable amounts of money could be collected under the proposed Bill and not be appropriately allocated for best outcomes.

The proposed Bill is loose and needs to reflect requirement for increased community responsibility and participation in reduction in the use of plastic bags.

The proposed Bill does not encourage industry and the community to adopt innovative technologies to re-process plastic bags (or other forms of plastic waste).

End use and completing the loop is integral to ensuring the success of the Bill(s) which encourage both reduction and collection of product for recycling and potential re-processing.
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