Submission to Plastic Bags Levy Senate Inquiry:
We wish to express our support for Bob Brown’s bill for a levy on plastic bags. A levy on plastic bags would be a simple and very effective means of motivating ordinary Australians to make an easy, but significant, step towards more environmentally responsible behaviour. 

Currently, plastic bags are a serious environmental problem –

a) They are an eyesore in parks, on beaches and along creek and river banks after rain.

b) They pose a danger to wildlife, especially birds and fish, which can tangle with bags or mistake them for food.

c) They represent a largely unnecessary mass consumption of a petrochemical product.

d) They contribute to the large amounts of rubbish which end up in landfill.

There is a viable alternative to the use of plastic bags for the packaging and transport of day to day shopping. Cloth or string bags, unlike plastic bags, are not disposable and may be reused for many years before replacement is required.  

Over several years, we ourselves have got into the habit of using cloth bags for all shopping and now rarely acquire a plastic bag. This causes us no difficulty or inconvenience. On the contrary, we enjoy shopping more in the knowledge that we are behaving in a more sustainable way. The cloth bags are also much stronger, and never let us down.
Already, many major shopping centres offer their own cloth shopping bags for sale. However, the shopping public is proving slow to take up this alternative. We believe that three aspects of shopping behaviour currently stand in the way of mainstream use of alternatives to plastic bags, these are listed below. We believe that a levy on plastic bags is what is needed to remove these obstacles to change.

a) Currently, plastic bags are the default option. It takes no thought to use plastic bags, they are on tap enthusiastically supplied by the retailer. On the contrary, it takes a little thought to remember to bring one’s cloth bags. Without the constant little reminder of a levy, it is just too easy to use plastic bags. 
b) That plastic bags are currently supplied free by retailers creates an illusion that they have no value attached to them. Consuming a plastic bag is not necessarily even registered by the shopper as consuming. The reality is that there are costs in producing, transporting, and disposing of plastic bags, just like any other product. A levy on plastic bags will remind the shopper that using a plastic bag is consuming and, if the levy is used for environmental projects, it could help to pay for some of the costs of plastic bags.

c) Currently, at least for the first few weeks, it takes a measure of courage to use alternatives to plastic bags. Shop assistants frequently look a little surprised or even irritated that a shopper might want to do something a little different. The shopper will probably have to pack their own cloth bags because the assistant has not had any training to recognise cloth bags as a legitimate choice. Other shoppers may make comments about being green. A levy on plastic bags and the surrounding publicity would help provide a change in the shopping culture which currently reinforces the use of plastic bags. 
A levy on plastic bags would be a positive move for Australia. A Sydney Morning Herald poll last month and a Roy Morgan survey last year both indicated overwhelming support amongst Australians for a levy on plastic bags as a sound and effective method for reducing plastic bag use, a desirable outcome for Australians and Australia.
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