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The Australian Conservation Foundation (Sydney Branch) supports passage of both the Plastic Bag Levy (Assessment and Collection) Bill 2002 and Plastic Bag (Minimisation of Usage) Education Fund Bill 2002.

If enacted, the two bills will raise revenue, reduce litter, lower Australia’s consumption of petroleum products and, quite possibly, enhance the country’s export potential.

Each year, Australians use an estimated 6.9 billion plastic bags, an astounding number averaging out to roughly one plastic bag per Australian per day. Of these, an estimated 80 million end up littering Australia’s streets, parks, waterways and coastal areas. At best, these represent an eyesore and needless cleanup labour sink. At worst, they clog storm water drains and kill wildlife. Most plastic bags are used only once or twice, first to carry consumer purchases home and second as a trash bin liners or temporary carry bags. After that, nearly all head to landfills, and very few are recycled. One reason for this profligacy is that plastic bags are given away  by retailers, leading consumers to view the supply of plastic bags as both limitless and costless. This in turn creates negative externalities imposing economic costs on society, stress on the environment and needless consumption of petroleum-based energy.

Economically, the costs involved involve cleanup outlays and landfill levies. Given that each year roughly $200 million is spent by local and state governments on litter cleanup, and plastic bags comprise roughly 2% of Australia’s total litter stream, wasteful plastic bags could be calculated to impose about $4 million in annual economic costs of clean-up to Australia. Since nearly all the 6.9 billion plastic bags used per year are eventually thrown away, this represents roughly 36,700 tonnes of garbage for overburdened landfills. The costs of planning and developing new waste facilities are rising.  Lastly, litter disappoints tourists, compromising a $71 billion domestic industry.

Environmentally, plastic bags are bad for wildlife. More than 100,000 animals and birds die each year from eating or becoming entangled in them. To provide one example, a Bryde Whale that died after beaching itself in Australia was found to have 26 plastic bags in its stomach. Turtles are also greatly effected by discarded plastic bags, and polythene bags drifting in ocean currents look much like the prey items targeted by turtles.    Most scientists agreed that turtle survival is being hindered by plastic debris,with young sea turtles being particularly vulnerable.  Oesophagus and stomach contents were examined from 38 specimens of the endangered green sea turtle (Chelonia mydas, 23 of which (60.5%) had ingested anthropogenic debris, mainly plastics (Bugoni et al., 2001). Among other C. mydas washed ashore in Florida, 56% had anthropogenic debris in their digestive tracts (Bjorndal et al., 1994). Tomás et al. (2002) found that 75.9% of 54 loggerhead sea turtles (C. caretta) captured by fishermen had plastic debris in their digestive tracts.  The loggerhead and the green turtle are listed federally as endangered and vulnerable respectively.

In terms of energy, Clean Up Australia estimates the embodied petroleum energy resources consumed in producing the 6.9 billion plastic bags used each year in Australia is roughly equivalent to four times the annual needs of Australia’s entire road vehicle fleet. That’s a lot of resources consumed for what is, in any reasonable definition, a largely redundant consumer freebie of very short-lived utility.

This wasteful and costly practice of excessive plastic bag is overdue for change. The public, quite clearly, seems to agree. A recent poll taken by Roy Morgan showed 79 percent of Australians support introduction of a 25 cent levy on plastic bags.  What’s more, 90% of respondents to the Roy Morgan poll supported introduction of reusable or biodegradable alternatives. Naturally, people tell pollsters many things. But the results of this particular poll have been bolstered by action on the ground. In several places, local communities and even some companies have boldy moved ahead with initiatives of their own. In Coles Bay, Tasmania, for instance, plastic bags are now banned and residents provided with free calico bags in which to carry local purchases. Reusable paper bags are available for sale at the town’s retail outlets for visitors to use. Elsewhere, a number of municipalities are taking part in Clean Up Australia’s Bag Yourself a Better Environment campaign which aims to raise consumer, corporate and retail awareness of the downside to excessive plastic use and ways and means of recycling a greater proportion of them.  In the private sector, Swedish home furnishings retailer Ikea has experimented by charging patrons 10 cents for each plastic bag given out in each of its five shops on Australia’s East Coast. The program has led to few complaints among consumers.  Ikea now plans to keep the program running indefinitely.

Clearly, the two proposed bills will build upon community attitudes that support coping with the runaway problem of plastic bags. By taking action now Australia can grasp an opportunity to be among world leaders in this area, along with Ireland. Over there, a plastic bag levy is now just over one year old and has reduced plastic bag use by 90%. It’s also yielded eight million euro to be used for environmental purposes.  In Australia, funds raised from a plastic bag levy could be spent researching biodegradable or reusable alternatives, to expand experimental local initiatives, or to provide financial support to recycling programs that might spawn new eco-friendly industries.

For instance, Melbourne based Plantic Technologies, Ltd. has developed corn starch-based biodegradable packaging which dissolves during prolonged contact with water. A well-defined market underscored by regulatory certainty would increase demand for products like these, giving companies such as Plantic a springboard into what promises to become a multi-billion global industry in biodegradable packaging.  This would create new jobs for Australians, as well as protecting our environment.

The above examples demonstrate that the educational and awareness raising value of a plastic bag levy should not be underestimated.  If people have to bring their own bags or pay for plastic bags, they will become more aware of packaging/recycling/personal responsibility issues.  This is an appropriate way to use market forces to send signals that encourage responsible individual behaviour.

In December 2002, state and commonwealth environment ministers agreed to work together to achieve a 75% nationwide reduction in plastic bag litter by the end of 2004, as well as halve plastic bag use and raise recycling rates. We at the ACF Sydney Branch strongly support these two bills because they provide a ready-made opportunity through the use of market mechanisms to achieve laudable environmental goals.

References

Bjorndal, K.A. A.B. Bolten and C.J. Lagueux (1994) Ingestion of marine debris by juvenile sea turtles in coastal Florida habitats. Marine Pollution Bulletin 28.pp. 154–158

Bugoni, L., L. Krause and M.V. Petry (2001) Marine debris and human impacts on sea turtles in Southern Brazil. Marine Pollution Bulletin 42. pp. 1330–1334

Tomás, J., R. Guitart, R. Mateo and J.A. Raga  (2002) Marine debris ingestion in loggerhead sea turtles, Caretta caretta, from the Western Mediterranean. Marine Pollution Bulletin 44 .pp. 211–216

PAGE  
1

