Submission for Plastic Bags Levy Senate Inquiry

Submission by the Living Ethically and Sustainably group, c/- Martin Leckey, 181 Amess St, Carlton North.

June 11, 2003

Our group consists of a small number of people based in Melbourne.  Our website is http://www.leas.green.net.au.  We are an Oxfam Community Aid Abroad group.  We are concerned about the impacts of our lifestyle choices on the environment and on other people, particularly on the poor, in Australia and overseas. This submission was written by Martin Leckey, then circulated by e-mail to the group for comment.  Some changes were made to the submission after comments by Katerina Gaita on the original draft.  The names of those group members who are willing to have their names connected to the submission appear at the bottom.  No-one in the group has objected to the submission, but only those named replied to the circulated e-mail.

We support the idea of a levy on plastic bags, designed to help reduce the approximately 6 billion bags that are used in Australia each year.  The levy in Ireland introduced last year cut plastic bag use by more than 90% in the first 5 months.

Reasons for our support of the levy

· many of these plastic bags litter our waterways, park reserves and roadsides
· plastic bags are dangerous to wildlife including those fish, sharks or whales which mistake plastic for jellyfish

· the production of the bags consumes resources and energy and contributes to the production of greenhouse gases
· the plastic bag levy in Ireland has been a huge success, drastically reducing the number of bags used there
· the money raised could be put to good environmental projects.
· the levy is popular - a Roy Morgan survey last year found 79% of Australians are in support
· the levy is in fact only an optional tax, as those wishing not to pay it can avoid it by bringing their own bag.

A ban on plastic checkout bags?

An alternative worth considering to a levy on plastic bags is a ban, similar to that introduced recently at Coles Bay, the Tasmanian town adjoining Freycinet National Park.  This town has agreed to ban plastic checkout bags in all of its retail outlets.  It is the first town in Australia to do so.  As alternatives, retailers are offering a strong reusable paper bag with a handle, for 25c.  The other alternative on offer is a reusable calico bag selling for $2  – this Planet Ark bag is designed to last for years.  Planet Ark has provided all Coles Bay residents with free calico bags.

Whether there is a ban or a levy on plastic bags, it must not be the case that free paper bags, or any other kind of free bags, are provided in place of the plastic bags.  Paper and other kind of bags (such as biodegradable plastic bags) are almost as bad or worse than plastic bags.  The levy should apply to any alternative checkout bags as well, unless the customer provides the bags.

The levy

We propose a levy of 30 cents, which is a round figure that more fairly reflects the damage to the environment caused by plastic bags, and would be a greater deterrent than a 25c levy.  Those people who could little afford this levy can avoid it by bringing their own bags. For simplicity, the same levy should be applied to all shopping bags provided by the retail outlets.

At the moment those people who do bring there own bags are paying for the wastage and environmental damage caused by those who do not, due to the higher prices in supermarkets needed to pay for the bags, and the costs of garbage collection and disposal.  This is not to mention the unmeasurable costs of litter, the increased greenhouse effect, and the damage to wildlife and the environment.  

At the moment there are psychological disincentives for customers to provide their own bags because supermarkets are set up to provide plastic bags, and customers may feel they are holding up the queue slightly if they proffer their own bags.  Also supermarkets and other shops usually automatically put the purchased goods in a plastic bag without asking, and it is a chore to have to keep interrupting to say that a bag is not wanted, sometimes after the goods have already been put into the bag.  Sometimes if this happens the shop assistants then throw away the bag that has been rejected!  Thus as the shopping system currently operates there are both financial and psychological “tolls” or  “levies” inflicted on those shoppers who do the right thing by bringing their own bags, whereas it should be the plastic bag takers who should be paying a levy.

The proposed legislation involves the collection of the levy by all retail outlets that provide plastic bags, modelled on the Irish legislation.  Consideration should be given to imposing the levy at the wholesale level, to the suppliers of plastic bags, in a similar way to the old wholesale sales taxes that operated prior to the GST.  This would involve less administrative costs and the number of plastic bags being used could be reliably measured.

The net levy proceeds should be designated as being used for environmental projects of some kind, and this should be specified in the legislation.

Reusable Bags

Due to the fact that a plastic bag levy or ban would lead to a large increase in the use of reusable bags, careful consideration needs to be given to encouraging the use of reusable bags that are environmentally friendly and produced in a socially responsible manner.

Calico bags are made of cotton, which generally involves in its production the use of large amounts of pesticides and chemical fertilisers.  Most calico bags are imported, and many may be manufactured under unacceptably poor working conditions.  It would the worth investigating whether fairly traded calico bags made from organically grown cotton are available on the market.

Oxfam Community Aid Abroad sells fairly traded reusable bags in its shops.  One kind of bag is made of jute, which may be grown in a more environmentally friendly way that cotton, and the workers who make the bags obtain a fair price.  Another kind of bag sold is a fairly traded string bag.  String bags obviously use lesser amounts of material in their construction than other bags, and they are easy to carry around before using them because they take up very little room.  It would be a good idea to promote the use of string bags for these reasons, although they are not suitable for all purchases.  At least one importer imports string bags made of organically grown cotton, although these bags may not be fairly traded.

The problems with reusable paper bags is that they would tend to not last very long, and unless they are made from 100% recycled paper they result in forest destruction and environmental pollution caused during the bleaching process, as well as high consumption of energy and water.

Reusable plastic bags share with single use plastic bags the problem that they are not biodegradable, and they are made from a non-renewable source (oil).  A recycling program for these bags could be introduced, but it would not be 100% effective.

Calico and other material bags could conceivably also be recycled, and in addition they can be disposed of easily in the home compost bin when they are worn out beyond repair.

For the reasons given above, it would be preferable if reusable bags (including string bags) could be promoted that are fairly traded and made from a material that is organically grown.  
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