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Summary

Australians consume many millions of plastic bags per year. We tend to do this for few reasons other than to carry domestic objects from the point of retail sale to our homes. The bags are then discarded into the official waste stream to landfill, or likely to form part of a range of product, illegally dumped, through littering or other deliberate activities discarded into the environment – rarely to be reused. 

This Federal government initiative in controlling the supply and abuse of plastic bag use is long overdue and has the full support and commitment of the Southern Sydney Organisation of Councils (SSROC).

Whilst this legislation is dealing with the symptoms and not the cause, SSROC is supportive of any action which moves towards reducing the environmental damage caused by the widespread availability and use/misuse of plastic bags. 

Our submission explores ways of integrating the introduction of a plastic bag levy with other complementary initiatives to take a more holistic approach to this major environmental problem. 

Introduction

SSROC is an association of eleven local councils established in 1986. It is a forum through which councils work together to achieve solutions to the challenges facing the southern Sydney region.

SSROC member councils are working together to develop regional waste strategies to implement the NSW ‘Strategy on Waste’ developed by Resource NSW, which are relevant to the southern region of Sydney.

Plastic bags:

· are a significant contaminant in the product collected through the region’s kerbside recycling services

· form a significant part of the putrescible waste stream. As such, plastic bags are a major cost to local councils’ disposal services, as a result of the high level of landfill charges introduced by the NSW Government within the Sydney Metropolitan Area

· cause significant stress to the acquatic life in the water courses and catchments feeding into our estuarine and marine environments

1. Government Initiatives

Supply Chain  Responsibility (Extended Producer Responsibility)

A levy on the retail purchase of plastic bags is only a partial response to what should be an integrated initiative to deal with the ‘cradle-to-grave’ usage of plastic bags. The NSW Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) recently published its first priority statement, under the provisions of the Waste Avoidance and Resource Recovery Act 2001, relating to Extended Producer Responsibility. 

SSROC welcomed the release of this Statement and has encouraged the NSW EPA to include plastic bags as one of the Products of Concern. Plastic bags need to be included in a programme of post consumer responsibility, where users of such products take responsibility for their disposal.  In order for users, such as householders, to take responsibility for the decisions they take, they need to be given choices as to whether or not to take up using products – such as plastic packaging. It will be incumbent on such product producers, wholesalers and retailers to give consumers options on choosing to purchase such packaging or to assist consumers to use, more environmentally sound, alternative practices.

SSROC would recommend that the agency responsible for the expenditure of monies credited to the proposed Plastic Bag and Other Waste Minimisation of Usage and Education Fund (known as ‘The Fund’) co-ordinate with the activities of the NSW EPA in dealing with the ‘back end’ environmental problems caused by irresponsible disposal of plastic bags.

Other Forms of Community Responsibility (Container Deposit Legislation - CDL)

A system of deposit and return of beverage containers has been introduced in South Australia and is working very successfully. 

Whilst plastic bags have a lower input cost of manufacture, a complementary scheme to CDL could also be introduced. Such an initiative could focus on sub-sectors within the retail industry – such as food and grocery groups, where the return of plastic bags could be better promoted, a wider range of bag types recovered and where overall co-ordination could be managed, for the return of plastic bags to the point of sale for a refund. 

Such a scheme would provide a significantly greater bounty, currently set for 25 cents per bag, compared to the current 5 cent deposit on beverage containers under current CDL provisions in South Australia.

2. Limiting Environmental Effects

Bio-degradability

A parallel initiative, to the current proposed legislation, should be to mandate the manufacture of plastic bags with a built-in life expectancy. This action would require the phasing in of a new generation of plastic polymers which breakdown under natural conditions. The polymers would need to be non-toxic to the environment, when bio-degradation takes place. 

Alternative opportunities

Reduction in the use of plastic bags, which is likely to be one of the main drivers for this proposed levy, needs to be co-ordinated with supportive initiatives to encourage the use of alternative products, such as traditional shopping baskets or bags. Consumption levels are unlikely to change significantly merely because government initiatives are discouraging the use of plastic bags.

In encouraging alternative uses, the retail industry will need support to introduce modified practices at the point of sale, where the packing of plastic bags is common practice. Occupational health and safety rules will also need to be considered when alternatives to plastic bag use are introduced, to avoid the overpacking of such bags.

3. Making Progress

The Irish Government’s Initiative

Australia needs to be aware of other initiatives around the world, which are further advanced than the proposed legislation currently before Federal Parliament.

The administration which will manage The Fund, needs to monitor the progress of the Irish Government’s scheme, and other similar schemes, around the world. We need to ensure that our national proposals can benefit from the lessons learnt by other governments.

Changing behaviour
Reduction in plastic bag use is unlikely to succeed without a co-ordinated education campaign to:

· change consumer attitudes towards reduction in the use of plastic bags

· convince consumers who use plastic bags of the environmental damage caused by the use of such bags 

4. Administrative Provisions

Tracking the process

Given that there are many thousands of retailers who currently provide plastic bags as part of the sale of merchandise, a robust administrative system will need to be developed to manage the receipt of levy payment and to police the overall practices for auditing and verifying compliance by such retailers.

Jurisdiction

There is a lack of clarity on the role – if any - which State Government may play in the development of this plastic bag initiative. SSROC would also recommend a strong local government involvement in implementing this approach at the community level. 

There will be a need, at least, to co-ordinate the introduction of this scheme with current and proposed NSW Government initiatives on waste avoidance and resource recovery.  Local Government may also have a role in the education and regulatory processes.

Criteria for dispersal of the Education Fund

No criteria has yet been established on how monies levied through this legislation will be spent. 

A full consultation process will need to take place between Federal, State and Local Governments to establish a holistic framework for the most effective means of:

· Reducing plastic bag usage

· Reducing the damaging environmental impact of plastic bags

· Finding alternatives to plastic bag usage

· Changing industry behaviour in the use of plastic packaging generally

· Changing consumption behaviour in the purchase of products which are presented with plastic packaging

Allocation and Expenditure of the Educational Fund

Administration for the disposal of monies collected, has also yet to be determined. The Federal Minister will need to work closely with State and Local Governments to establish how such educational programmes will integrate with existing environmental initiatives, such as littering and illegal dumping which are closely related to this new legislation.

Implementation

There appears to be no programme for implementation of the legislation in practice under the current drafting of the Bills. Clearly State and Local Governments will want to be kept fully informed of the Federal Minister of the Environment’s intentions in this regard.

Conclusion

SSROC and its member councils look forward to monitoring the passage of this legislation through Federal Parliament.  

SSROC has raised a number of issues which need to be addressed in the development of this national initiative and would like to maintain an open dialogue in progressing this approach.

Clearly, the Federal Government must develop mechanisms whereby State and Local Government, as well as regional organisations, can influence the direction and implementation of this long overdue initiative.
