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Introduction

The issue of plastic bags is complex. The view of the National Packaging Covenant Council is that there is no simple, single solution to the problem posed by plastic bag litter, rather a mixture of measures is required.

The Council makes this submission to the Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts Legislation Committee in order to record the large amount of work that has been done, and that is being done, by governments and industry to address this problem.

The Covenant has demonstrated its members have the ability to work towards the resolution of issues such as plastic carry bags.  The National Packaging Covenant Council believes that the Covenant approach should be built on and refined rather than working at cross purposes to it as a legislative approach would do.
National Packaging Covenant

The National Packaging Covenant is the leading instrument for managing packaging waste in Australia. It was signed by the Australian and New Zealand Environment and Conservation Council Ministers, Local Government and a broad range of industries in the packaging supply chain on 27 August 1999. The Covenant has a life span of five years.

It is a self regulatory agreement between industries in the packaging supply chain and all spheres of government, based on the principles of shared responsibility through product stewardship, and applied throughout the packaging chain, from raw material suppliers to retailers, and the ultimate disposal of waste packaging.

The goals of the Covenant are to minimise the environmental impacts of consumer packaging waste throughout the entire life cycle of the packaging product, close the recycling loop, develop economically viable and sustaining recycling collection systems and ensure the voluntary process continues.

The Covenant is underpinned by the National Environment Protection Measure for Used Packaging Materials to ensure Covenant signatories are not disadvantaged in the market place. As part of their commitment to the Covenant, companies and Governments also contribute to the National Packaging Covenant Transitional Funding Arrangements, which is designed to facilitate kerbside collection programs.

Australian Governments have affirmed that the National Packaging Covenant will be the principle means used for addressing packaging waste in Australia until it expires in August 2004. 

Although the Covenant approach has been slow in becoming fully functional, it is now working successfully with many partnerships built to resolve important packaging issues, including plastic bag litter. More than 600 organisations are now signatories to the Covenant, with some companies now putting in place their second or third Action Plan to address packaging issues.

National Packaging Covenant Council

The Council has overall responsibility for implementing and managing the Covenant. Its membership consists of:

Industry:

Mr Gavin Williams, Packaging Council of Australia

Mr Stan Moore, Australian Retailers Association

Ms Maree McCaskill, Beverage Industry Environment Council

Mr Harris Boulton, Australian Food and Grocery Council

Mr Martin Jones, Plastics and Chemicals Industry Association

Ms Vivienne Filling, Australian Industry Group

Commonwealth/State Governments:
Ms Anthea Tinney, Environment Australia - Commonwealth

Mr Rob Joy, Environment Protection Authority – Vic (Chair)

Ms Cathy Zoi, Environment Protection Authority – NSW

Mr John Gilmour, Environment Protection Agency – Qld

Local Government:

Cr Bob Beynon, Manningham City Council

Cr Tony Mooney, Townsville City Council

Executive Officer:

Mr Edward Cordner

Environment Australia provides the Secretariat for the Council.

NPCC work on plastic bags

The National Packaging Covenant Council (NPCC) has undertaken extensive work on the issue of plastic bags since 2002.

On 11 October 2002, Environment Protection and Heritage Council (EPHC) Ministers asked the National Packaging Covenant Council to provide specific proposals for consideration at their meeting of 23 December 2003. 

A Working Group was established under the National Packaging Covenant Council to investigate all issues associated with plastic bags use and disposal and develop options to address these issues. This Working Group included representatives of Commonwealth, State and Local Government, industry representatives, as well as Mr John Dee of Planet Ark and Mr Ron Clarke of the Council for the Encouragement of Philanthropy in Australia (CEPA). A full list of members of the Working Group is included in the Working Group Report (Attachment A).

After intensive examination of the issues associated with plastic bag use and disposal, the Working Group identified four main areas of concern that it considered should be addressed by a mix of solutions:

· Consumer behaviour that results in littering, and associated indiscriminate waste disposal;

· Resource efficiency issues, including reduction, reuse and recycling;

· Plastic degradability issues relating to littering and resource use; and

· Social issues, including triple bottom line concerns, community education and awareness, and consumer perceptions.

The Plastic Bags Working Group found that Australians consume approximately 6.9 billion plastic carry bags a year, which equates to just under one bag per person per day. They concluded that plastic bags are Australia’s highest volume ‘add-on’ packaging designed as a single or disposable product and are not necessarily essential to product integrity. Approximately 53% of plastic bags are distributed from supermarket outlets, while 47% come from other retail outlets such as fast food shops, liquor stores, and general merchandising.

The major problem identified by the Working Group was the problem of litter. Some 50 to 80 million plastic bags enter the litter stream each year, either as a result of consumer behaviour or littered inadvertently during waste disposal. Data from Clean Up Australia and Keep Australia Beautiful suggests that plastic bags represent 2% of litter collected at clean up sites. A recent litter audit by Clean Up Australia found that 59% of plastic bags found originated from non-supermarket sources.

The Working Group provided the Covenant Council and the EPHC with a number of recommendations. The EPHC endorsed the recommendations on 23 December 2003, agreed that a mixture of options would be necessary to combat the problems associated with plastic bags, and endorsed a range of activities. The full work programme is attached (Attachment B). Some of the more significant activities are listed below:

1. National Packaging Covenant Council Activities

The Covenant Council has explored how to close the recycling loop for plastic carry bags. A plastic re-processor in Adelaide will take the used carry bags collected from supermarket collection facilities and process them into reusable resin. A Melbourne company is using the recycled resin in the manufacture of new carry bag. Markets are currently being established for the recycled content bag.

The Covenant Council is also developing a proposal for a coordinated national customer and retail awareness program. Funding has been provided for survey work from the Transitional Arrangements to research relevant consumer awareness programmes.

2. Retailers to develop a National Code of Practice for the Management of Plastic Bags

The Australian Retailers Association is developing a Code of Practice for the Management of Plastic Bags under the auspices of the Covenant Council.

On 23 December 2002, Environment Ministers challenged retailers to include ambitious targets, including:

· 50% recycling rate for high density polyethylene (HDPE) plastic bags, for example supermarket shopping bags;

· 50% reduction in the number of HDPE plastic bags used; and

· 90% participation rate of retail chains and 25% participation rate of small retailers in the Code.

Committee members should note that a draft Code was submitted to EPHC on 23 May 2003. EPHC has expressed disappointment that the draft code did not include the targets set by Ministers, and has agreed to consider mandatory regulatory options on 1 August. Ministers have also indicated that they remain open to further approaches from retailers.

3. Action by Governments

Key activities by Governments currently include:

· Developing legislative options for consideration by Ministers. These will be considered by the EPHC in August 2003;

· Support for education and consumer awareness campaigns, such as Clean Up Australia’s Bag Yourself a Better Environment;
· Undertaking a study on the impact of degradable bags into the Australian market place;

· Developing a national standard for the use of degradable plastics in Australia; and

· Investigating current and future waste management (including landfill management) practices.
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