Ms Monique Potts,

4/6 The Bourlevarde,

Lewisham, 2049

Monique@cat.org.au
02 9569 1313

0409 906352

28th May, 2003


Re: Submission to the Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and Arts Legislation Committee regarding Plastic Bag Levy (Assessment and Collection) Bill 2002 and Plastic Bag (Minimisation of Usage) Education Fund Bill 2002

I wish to make a submission in strong support of the proposed Legislation for a 25c levy on plastic bags at the point of sale in order to reduce usage of plastic bags in order to significantly improve the environmental impact of plastic bag usage.

Australia currently uses around 6 billion plastic bags per year, primarily from retail outlets and supermarkets. The litter created from the use of these plastic bags represents a significant and growing environmental problem. Discarded plastic bags have been proven to create a serious danger to our ocean environment and sea life killing and injuring fish, sharks and whales on a regular basis. Plastic bags litter our streets, waterways, parks and reserves and as they are not biodegradable continue to accumulate in greater numbers.

While some supermarkets have attempted to reduce the usage of plastic bags by introducing voluntary recycling options there is currently little of no incentive for people to take up these options and to date they have not made a dent on the number of plastic bags given out. A financial incentive is crucial in order to change the habits of consumers who have become reliant on the convenience of plastic bags provided at the point of sale. 

The levy on plastic bags introduced in Ireland in March 2002 has proven to be remarkably successful in reducing the number of plastic bags in circulation. The number of plastic bags has been reduced by approximately 90% according to the Irish government. The ‘plastax’ was recently reported to have raised 10.4 million Euro, this money going to support other environmental initiatives.

I spent two weeks in Ireland last November and was very impressed by the response of consumers in bringing their own bags to the supermarket and recycling existing plastic bags for their shopping. In a large regional town every person I saw in the supermarket had their own bags with them. In discussing this with a number of people from different backgrounds most people said they had been able to adapt pretty quickly once they realised the cost involved and understood the importance of the levy in protecting and improving the environment.

Australians use around 6 billion plastic bags per year, 3.3 billion of which are supermarket plastic bags. Based on the Irish results if Australia were to introduce a similar levy we could reduce the plastic bag usage by up to 3 billion bags per year. 

Surveys of the Australian public have show that the majority of the population would not be averse to such a levy and realise the necessity for environmental reasons for such a measure. A Roy Morgan gallop poll last year found that 79% of Australians would support such a levy. Also as can be seen by the experience in Ireland the majority of people will avoid the levy by providing their own bags.

I believe it is the responsibility of the government to provide the necessary incentive in the form of a levy for the public to change their behaviour in the usage and recycling of plastic bags.  I strongly urge the government to consider the dramatic results of the introduction of such a levy in Ireland and introduce a similar levy in Australia.

For any further information or comment I can be contacted on 0409 906352 or at the above address and email.

Regards

Monique Potts
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