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Plastic Bags

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

There are two main types of plagtic bags in use in Audrdiain the retail sector. These arethe
‘sanglet’ type bag made of high dengty polyethylene (HDPE) and the boutique style bag, made of
low dengity polyethylene (LDPE). The HDPE singlet bagisusualy nonbranded, and used mainly
in supermarkets, take-away food and produce outlets. The LDPE boutique bags tend to be
branded and are used by stores sdlling higher value goods.

Approximatdly 6.9 billion new plagtic bagsare used by consumerseach year. Around 6 billion of
these are HDPE and 900 million are LDPE bags. 53 per cent are obtained from supermarkets,
with the remaining 47 per cent from other retailers. The plagtic used in thesetwo formsof plastic
bags equates to roughly two per cent (or over 36,850 tonnes) of total plastics produced in
Audrdiaeach year.

The problem with plastic bags include; littering and associated indiscriminate waste disposa and
consumer behaviour; resource consumption issues, including reduction, reuse and recyding; plastic
degradability issues relating to littering and resource use; and socid issues, community education
and awareness, and consumer perceptions.

An analyss of overseas gpproaches to mitigating the problem of plagtic bags indicates that there
aretwo main gpproaches. Oneisto reduce the amount of plastic bags usedin thefirs place, with
initictives amed a consumers. The Irish plagtic bag levy is an example of this. The second
method isaimed at the post-consumer stage, using initiativestoimprove plagtic bag collection and
recyding facilities.

Nine different optionsto dedl with the impact of plastic bagsin Austraia are canvassed. These
include: retailers code of practice; kerbside recycling; litter education; the introduction of
biodegradable bags; the introduction of plastic bag levies, and a ban on certain types of plagtic

bags.

The Environment Protection and Heritage Council has agreed to ask industry and the community
to cut plagtic bag litter by 75 per cent by the end of 2004. The following four short term actions
were aso agreed: government to develop legidative options, including apossble plagtic bag levy
and ban on plastic bags, retailers to develop and implement astrong Nationa Code of Practice
for the Management of Plastic Retall Carry Bags by April 2003, which includes targets for
recycling and reductionsin bag use.

The Environment Protection and Heritage Council approved the Audtralian Retailers Association
Code of Practice, but noted that if the Code is not implemented and / or targets not reached,
Minigters will again look a implementing mandatory measures. Minigters dso indicated their
support for phasing out light weight single use carry bags containing HDPE within five years. In
March 2004 Premier Carr wasreported as saying that hewill soon force supermarketsto charge
for plagtic bags or ban them atogether.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

Austraia consumes over 6.9 billion new plagtic bags each year, and up to 80 million of these
becomelitter every year. Whilst onland littered plastic bags may be an eyesore, inthemarineand
aquatic environment they can beingested by wildlife resulting in degth. Recently the Premier Hon
Bob Carr MP has stated that he would like to introduce a ban on plastic bags. This Briefing
Paper outlines the problems of pladtic bags, internationa responses, and the indtitutional and
regulatory responsein Audtrdia

2.0 THE TYPESOF PLASTIC BAGS

There are two main types of plagtic bagsin use in Audrdiain the retail sector. These are the
‘dnglet’ type bag made of high dengity polyethylene (HDPE) and theboutique style bag, made of
low dengity polyethylene (LDPE). The HDPE singlet bagisusualy nonbranded, and used mainly
in supermarkets, take-away food and produce outlets. The LDPE boutique bags tend to be
branded and are used by stores sdlling higher value goods.

Approximately 6.9 billion new plastic bags are used by consumerseach year. Around 6 billion of
these are HDPE and 900 million are LDPE bags. 53 per cent are obtained from supermarkets,
with the remaining 47 per cent from other retailers. The plastic used in thesetwo forms of plagtic
bags equates to roughly two per cent (or over 36,850 tonnes) of total plastics produced in
Australia each year.

Itisestimated that 67 per cent of HDPE singlet bags areimported, whereasthereverseistrue for
LDPE bags. 1n 2001-02, 675 million (75%) LDPE bags were produced in Audtrdia, and 225
million were imported. In totad, the mgority of plagtic bags used in Audrdia are imported.

Approximately 440 full-time equivaent people are employed in Audtrdiain the processof making
plastic bags — including from the manufacture of polyethyleneto the production of bags. Thetwo
main Australian plastic bag manufacturers are located in Queendand and Victoria*

Most plastic shopping bags cost around one or two cents each, which is built into the product
cost. Theaverageannua cost per household for plastic bagsis estimated to be around $10- $15

per year.?

Environment Protection and Heritage Council, Plastic Shopping Bags in Australia. National
Plastic Bags Working Group Report to the National Packing Covenant Council, 6 December
2002, at 8.

Environment Australia, Department of the Environment and Heritage, Plastic Shopping Bags
— Analysis of Levies and Environmental Impacts. Final Report. Prepared by Nolan-ITU Pty
Ltd, December 2002 at 4.
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30 THEPROBLEM WITH PLASTIC BAGS

In October 2002 the Environment Protection and Heritage Council asked the Nationa Packaging
Covenant Council to convene a specid Plagtic Bags working group to investigate issues
associated with the use of lightweight plastic bags. In its subsequent report, the Working Group
identified four main areas of concern in regard to the use of plastic bags. These were:

Plagtic bag littering, and associated indiscriminate waste disposd and consumer
behaviour;

Resource consumption issues, including reduction, reuse and recycling;

Padtic degradability issues rdating to littering and resource use;

Socid issues, community education and awareness, and consumer perceptions.

Inregardsto littering, plagtic bagsare of significant concernin the marineand aquatic environment,
as agudtic life can be threstened through entanglement, suffocation and ingestion.  Pollution
originating from the continent contributes up to 80 per cent of dl marinepollution. In August 2003
the Federa Minigter for the Environment and Heritage listed injury and fatdity to vertebrate
marine life caused by ingestion of, or entanglement it, harmful marine debris as akey threatening
process. Plagtic bags are included in the definition of harmful marine debris. Plagtic bagsin the
marine environment are of particular concern because when animals ingest them and die, asthe
anima decomposes the plagtic bag is then re-reeasad into the environment, available again for
another animd to ingest and cause afatdlity.

Whilgt plastic bag litter on land does not appear to be amgjor problem for wildlife, itisundghtly
and can block guttersand drains creating scormwater problems. Litter studiesindicatethat plastic
bags are generdly in the top twenty litter items counted, athough not the top ten.

Plagtic bags|end themsavesto inadvertent litter dueto their lightness and easy ability to ‘balloon’
withthewind. Thismay occur from disposd routes such aslitterbinsand landfillsand from animal
interactionswith rubbish bins. It has been estimated that people litter between 30 and 50 million
bags each year, with another 20 to 30 million bags inadvertently littered during waste disposal.*
Plagtic bags do not readily break down in the environment, so the number of plagtic bagsin the
environment is, in effect, cumulative, with the nation adding gpproximately another 80 million bags
to the environment each year.”

8 Environment Protection and Heritage Council, Plastic Shopping Bags in Australia. National

Plastic Bags Working Group Report to the National Packing Covenant Council, 6 December
2002.

Environment Protection and Heritage Council, Plastic Shopping Bags in Australia. National
Plastic Bags Working Group Report to the National Packing Covenant Council, 6 December
2002, at 11.

Australian Senate, Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts
Legislation Committee, Plastic Bag Levy (Assessment and Collection) Bill 2002 [No. 2] and
the Plastic Bag (Minimisation of Usage) Education Fund Bill 2002 [No.2], November 2003 at
7.
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Mogt of thewastein Audrdiaisdisposed of inlandfills. Surveysindicatethat 60 per cent of bags
taken home are reused as bin liners or waste bags, lunch bags and general carry bags. Bagsthat
arereused asbin linersend up in landfill, and it islikely that bags reused for other purposes dso
end in landfill. That annud plagtic bag disposd to landfill is estimated a 6.67 billion bags or
36,700 tonnes per year. This equates to roughly 0.2 per cent of tota solid waste going to landfill
each year in Audrdia®

Plastic bags may take between 20 and 1000 years to break down in the environment. The
environmenta impact of plagtic bags in landfill is likely to be low due to their inert nature. The
magor impact of plastic bags in digposd is not their effect on the actua landfill, but in litter
emanating from the ste. Thisis especidly associated with unloading operations rather than the
compaction and buria of waste.

3.1 Resource Consumption

Pastic bagsare manufactured from ethylene, whichisaby-product of gasor ail refining, ieanon
renewableresource. Asnoted, the 6.9 billion bags consumed each year are equivalent to 2.5 per
cent of the tota plastics consumed in Audrdia The energy consumed in the manufacturing
process for one HDPE singlet bag, plus the energy content of the bag (the embodied energy) is
caculated as:

Fud consumed by driving acar 1 kilometreis equivaent to 8.7 bags; or

Fud consumed by driving a 28 tonne articulated truck 1 kilometreis equivaent to 64.6

bags.

In comparison, it is estimated that the making of a plastic bag compared to a paper bag: uses up
t0 40 per cent lessenergy; produces up to 80 per cent less solid waste; produces 72 per cent less
atmospheric emissions; and creates 90 per cent lesswaterbornewaste. Because plastic bagsare
lighter than paper bagsthereis aso lessfud used in distributing the plastic bags, resulting in less
greenhouse gas emissions.”

Mg or supermarket chains have established aplastic bag return recycling scheme, where drop-df
bins are provided for used bags. The scheme relies on separation, with only HDPE bags
collected. In 2001-2002, it is estimated 1,000 tonnes, or gpproximately 180 million bags, was
recycled through these drop-off bins. Thisisarecycling rate of gpproximately 2.7 percent. The
magjority of bags are exported for reprocessing, whilst about 50 tonnes was reprocessed in
Audtrdia, with the reprocessed materia used in pipe manufacture. Therecycling of plastic bags

Environment Protection and Heritage Council, Plastic Shopping Bags in Australia. Plastic
Bags Working Group Report to the National Packing Covenant Council, 6 December 2002, at
11.

Environment Protection and Heritage Council, Plastic Shopping Bags in Australia. Plastic
Bags Working Group Report to the National Packing Covenant Council, 6 December 2002, at
12.
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viathe kerbsde recycling schemeislimited to only afew council areasin South Audrdia. Inal
other areas, any plastic bags placed in the kerbside recycling stream are disposed to landfill.

Inregard to the social issues aspect of plastic bag use, the Plastic Bags Working Group noted that
plagtic bags are popular with consumers and retallers because they are functiond, lightweight,
strong, cheagp and ahygienic way of trangporting food and goods. The Working Group noted the
irony of the mgority of consumers usng the equivaent of one new plagtic bag a day, whilst
complaining that ‘someone’ should do something about theissue. For ingtance, apoll for Clean
Up Audtrdiain 2001 found that athough 92 per cent of those surveyed indicated that the effects
of plagtic bags on wildlife was amgjor concern, the mgority of respondents indicated that they
weren't likely to use an dternative (72 per cent), reuse abag (63 per cent) or recycle abag (64
per cent).?

40 OVERSEASAPPROACHESTO THE ISSUE OF PLASTIC BAGS

The Nolan-1TU report for Environment Australia reviewed gpproaches to dedling with plagtic
bags from around the world. Their review found:

Bangladesh: Serious flooding resulting in mgor loss of life has been linked to plastic bags
blocking drains. In March 2002 Bangladesh banned the manufacture and distribution of plastic
bags. Prior to the ban, the country consumed 9 million plastic bags aday, of which 85 per cent
were littered into the waste stream. The first stage of the ban gpplied to the capita only, to be
extended nationdly.

Canada: Plagtic bagsareincluded in kerbside collection servicesin many areas of Canada. The
report described the program as very successful, but gave no recycling rates.

Denmark: In January 1994 the Danish Government introduced a range of ‘green’ taxes —
including a packaging tax. Origindly atax on plagtic carrier bags was introduced, but it now
includes paper bags aswell. The tax reduced consumption of plastic and paper by 66 per cent.
Thetax isincluded in the wholesale price of the bagsto the retailers, and istherefore not obvious
to consumers.

Hong Kong: Hong Kong prohibits retailers over a specified sze from providing bags to
customers free of charge. There are aso recovery facilities for plagtic bags provided within
supermarkets.

India: Thereisvery little waste and recycling infrasiructure in many areas, and the low vaue of
lightweight plastic shopping bags means that bags are not recovered through scavenging activity.

Environment Protection and Heritage Council, Plastic Shopping Bags in Australia. Plastic
Bags Working Group Report to the National Packing Covenant Council, 6 December 2002, at
13.
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In August 2000, the manufacture and use of plastic shopping bags was banned in Bombay, inan
effort to reduce the number of plagtic bags clogging sormwater drains and causing flooding.
Large fines and the suspension of trading for one month goply if retallers are caught using plastic

bags.

Ireland: In Ireland plagtic shopping bags were a cause for widespread concern as they were a
very vigblelitter problemin rura environments. On4 March 2002 the Irish plastic bag levy was
introduced, levying dl plagtic bagswith a0.15 euros (A$0.27) tax. Thelevy appliestodl plastic
bags, including biodegradable polymer bags, with the exception of those used to contain fresh
produce, and those designed for reuse and sold for more than 0.70 euros (A$1.27). Thelevyis
amed at the consumer, with the retaller legaly obliged to pass on the levy directly to the
consumer, and itemised on the customer’sreceipt. Retallers collecting the levy make payments
quarterly, which are paid into an Environment Fund, used to support waste management and other
environmentd initiatives,

With theintroduction of thelevy it has been reported that the use of plastic bags hasfalen by 90-
95 per cent. Themgor retailers predict that rather than experience anincreasein plastic shopping
bag consumption over time, the reduction rate will sabilise at 95-96 per cent of pre-levy
consumption.

South Africa: Plagtic bagshave been so prevaent inthe South African litter stream thet they have
been termed the country’ s National Flower’. In responseto litter concerns, theinitia proposa
from the South African government was to ban plastic bags outright, but this has been ‘watered
down’. In September 2002, aMemorandum of Agreement was signed between the Minister for
Environmenta Affairsand variouslabour and businessorganisations. The Agreement established
anon-government body with revenue collection respongbilities— acompul sory levy will beplaced
on plastic bags with revenue going to the new body. Thenew body hasthefollowing objectives.

To promote efficiency inthe use, re-use, collection, recyding and disposal of plastic bags;
To receive alevy from dl registered plastic bag manufacturers;

To investigate the development of new markets for recycled materid,;

To edablish plagtic bag collection points within easy walking distance of al mgor
Seitlements;

To support government in the remova of plagtic bag litter from environmentally senstive
aress.

The Government also banned the thin light plastic carrier bags, requiring them to be thicker and
hence more durable for re-use. Nolan-1TU noted that the South African system hints at the
dilution of emphasis from consumer behaviour to post-consumer behaviour

European Approaches: In Europe, the principal measuresimplemented to dedl with plagticsare
the Producer Responsibility mechanisms —these do not target plastic bags specifically but amto
encourage the recycling and recovery of plagtics. Different Member States use different

approaches, but in most countries, the packaging industry makes paymentsto designated bodies
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who are responsible for arranging for the collection, separation, recycling and recovery of apre-
determined amount of packaging. A notable feature is that these fees paid by the packaging
industry are not necessarily passed on to consumers in atransparent manner.

Conclusion from Over seas Approaches: It is gpparent that there are two distinct methods of
reducing the impact of plagtic bags on the environment. One is to reduce the amount of plagtic
bags used in the firgt place, with initiatives amed a consumers. The Irish plagtic bag levy isan
example of this. The second method is aimed at the post-consumer sage, using initigtives to
improve plastic bag collection and recyding fadilities

50 OPTIONSTO REDUCE THE IMPACT OF PLASTIC BAGS

The Nolan-1TU report identified nine different optionsto deal with theimpact of plastic bag litter
and resource use. These were:

Maintenance of the Satus-quo;

Review and expansion of the Shopping Bag Code of Practice;
Kerbside recycling of plagtic shopping bags,

Expanded and on-going litter education;

Introduction of biodegradable bags;

Use of reusable bags and ‘Bagsfor Life’;

Bans on plagtic shopping bags,

Voluntary levy on shopping bags,

Legidated levy on shopping bags.

Each of these are discussed below:

Maintenance of the status-quo

If it was considered that plastic shopping bags are aresource efficient and most suitable option for
carrying retail goods, the current stuation could continue. However, associated environmental
and economic impactswould continue, and would belikely toincrease with increasing population.

Review and expansion of the Shopping Bag Code of Practice

At thetime of writing the Nolar+ I TU report, it was noted that in 1997 the Augtralian Supermarket
Ingtitute had developed a Code of Practice for plastic shopping bags. The Ingtitute ceased to
exig in 1998 and the Code was amended and adopted by the Audtralian Retailers Association.
However, the Code was widely seen as deficient in many aspects, and in October 2003 the
Australian Retailers Association released arevamped Code of Practice for the Management of
Mastic Bags. Inthe prefaceto the Code, the Association noted itsimplementation wasimportant
toavoid aplagtic bag tax. It Sated: “If thetargets are not achieved, it ishighly likely that atax of
25 centsper plagtic bag will beapplied. A tax would cost consumersmillionsof dollarsand cause
serious adminigtrative and operationa inefficiencies for retailers, and islikely to require system
changes similar to those required to implement GST.”

9 Australian Retailers Association, Code of Practice for the Management of Plastic Bags, 9
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The Code committed retailers to:

A 25% reduction in plastic bags issued by the end of 2004;
A targeted reduction of 50% in plastic bags issued by the end of 2005;

An increase in the recycling rate of plastic bags to 15% (in store) and to target a 30%

(combined in store and kerbside) increase by the end of 2005;
The introduction of recycled content plastic bags consistent with availability;

Work with the Audtrdian plastics and recycling industries to extend the targeted rate of

phase out, over time, of HDPE bags made of non-recycled pladtic;

Support the EPHC target of an audited 75% reduction in bag litter by December 2005;

Ensure availability in stores of multiple use bags,

Offering customers easly accessble recycling stations in mgor supermarkets and

shopping centres,
Objectively auditing the effectiveness of the Code;

Target aparticipation rate of 90% of the Association’s supermarket and chain members
(Group 1 retailers) by December 2003 — these retailers account for around 50% of
current lightweight HDPE bags issued. Campaign strongly to enlist as many smdler
retallers to adopt the Code, with the am of achieving a 25% participation rate of

Association members by 31 December 2004. *°

A Commonwedth Senate Committee inquiring into the introduction of a plagtic bag levy noted:

The Committee was disappointed to note that the only concrete commitmentsin the Code
are for a 25 per cent reduction in bags issued by the end of 2004 and an increase in the
recycling rate to 15 per cent by the end of 2005. The publicised target of areduction in
bags issued by 50 per cent is only a targeted reduction in the Code.....Additionally, the
reduction targets in the Code will be adjusted to reflect business growth. This has the
potential to legitimise reductionsthat are lessthan 25 per cent, depending on the business
growth of the retailers. Clearly, the code of practice cannot be relied on as the sole
vehicle to phase-out bags in line with the EPHC decision of December 2002.**

Mr Joy of the Nationa Packaging Covenant told the Committee:

The 15 per cent figurewhich isin there in relation to kerbside recycling is acknowledged
by all parties to be something they will try for, but something they are not at all confident
they will get....I would be very surprised to see it get much over five per cent, frankly.
[And in regard to achieving the targeted 50 per cent reduction on plastic bag

October 2003.

10

October 2003.

11

Australian Retailers Association, Code of Practice for the Management of Plastic Bags, 9

Australian Senate, Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts

Legislation Committee, Plastic Bag Levy (Assessment and Collection) Bill 2002 [No. 2] and
the Plastic Bag (Minimisation of Usage) Education Fund Bill 2002 [No.2], November 2003 at

24.
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usage]...Whether they will get to 50 per cent at the end of 2005, | am, like many people,
sceptical. But | think there arealot of thingsthat they can do to significantly increase the
rate of take-up of long life bags.'?

In late February 2004 the Federa Minigter for the Environment and Heritage Hon Dr David
Kemp MP noted that the mg or supermarkets have cut plastic bag use by morethan 200 millionin
the past year, and ninety per cent of supermarkets have signed up to thevoluntary Retailers Code
of Practice™ In response, John Dee of Planet Ark noted that this plastic bag reduction

represented only three percent of thetotal number of plastic bagsissued annudly. Greens Senator
Bob Brown noted: “ Bunnings has introduced a 10 cent levy in their stores and got a 90 per cert
cong tent reduction and here sthe (Environment Minister) saying a3 per cent reduction under the
voluntary system is magnificent. Well it'snat, it saflop.”**

Kerbside Recycling

The plagtic shopping bag is one of the mogt high profile retail packaging exdusons from the
kerbsderecycling sysem. However, severd barriersexigt for theinclusion of shopping bagsinto
kerbsde recycling. Theseinclude:

The bags are extremdy lightweight — this positive resource efficiency characteristic of

shopping bags aso acts as a barrier to recycling. Recyclables are sold by weight, and
plastic shopping bags have an average weight of 5.5 grams. Over 180,000 bags are
required to make atonne of materid. Their light weight makesthem very difficult to sort
using mechanica separation;

The bags are low in vaue — the economical vaue of materia to kerbside recyclingisa
combination of the price received per tonne of sorted material and the number of tonnes
received. For ingtance, duminium has a rdlaively low volume but high price per tonne
($1,000/tonne), whilst newspaper has a lower vaue per tonne but high yieds which

support itsrecovery. Plastic bagsrecovered through the kerbside recycling sysemwould
have both low vaue (<$120/tonne) and low weightswhich decressethe viahility of their
recovery through the kerbside system;

Contamination — this is in two forms.  Firdly, the contamination of the plagtic bags
themsdaves asthey are designed to contain awide range of other packaging and products.
They are difficult to wash and residuds often remain in the bags as contamination.
Secondly, consumersfind it difficult to distinguish between polymer types, and itislikely
that any kerbside collection system would result inarange of plagtic filmsbeing collected.

2 Australian Senate, Environment, Gommunications, Information Technology and the Arts

Legislation Committee, Plastic Bag Levy (Assessment and Collection) Bill 2002 [No. 2] and
the Plastic Bag (Minimisation of Usage) Education Fund Bill 2002 [No.2], November 2003 at
25,
B “Supermarkets slash plastic bags.” Media Release, Hon Dr David Kemp MP, Minister for the
Environment and Heritage, 25 February 2004.

1 “Plastic bags blowing away.” In The Australian, 26 February 2004.
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As a gtand-aone option, increased recycling of plastic shopping bags through the kerbside
recycling sysemwill not effect consumption and would be expected to have anegligible effect on
the litter sream.

Litter Education

The Nolar+ITU report noted the long history of litter campaigns, including Clean Up Audrdia
Day, Keep Audrdia Beautiful ‘ Tidy Towns and various State and Nationa based programs.
The report concluded that litter education is an important supporting element of other initiatives
that may be undertaken to reduce plastic bags and their impacts.

Biodegradable Bags

Since the Nolan-1TU report in December 2002, a report to the Environment Protection and
Heritage Council on the impact of biodegradable bags has been released, and theinformationin
this section isdrawn from thislater report. There are many different types of degradable plagtics
being introduced into Austrdiaat present, resulting in confusion about their impacts and benefits.
An important ditinction reeds to be made between biodegradable plagtics, ig, those that are
cgpable of undergoing decompasition into carbon dioxide, methane, water, inorganic compounds,
or biomassin which the predominant mechanismisthe action of microorganisms, and bioerodable
plastics, which oxidise and embittlein the environment and erode under theinfluence of ultraviolet
light and heat. Biodegradable plasticsinclude starch based polymers and are designed to break
down under composting conditions. Bioerodable plastics are designed to bresk down under the
influence of heet and ultraviolet light. Thereisinsufficient datato say with any certainty, how long
degradable polymers take to fully biodegrade, and the impacts of any end products in the
environmen.

A life cydeassessment concluded that reusable bags havelower environmenta impactsthandl of
the single use bags, including both conventiona HDPE bags and degradable bags. Degraded
polymers could potentialy reduce the visud impacts of plastic bagsin the litter stream. Thereis
insufficient evidence to say whether degradable bags will have a postive or negetive impact on
littering behaviour. For ingtance, one fear isthat consumers will congider it ‘isOK to litter as it
will just bresk down’, leading to an increase in littering behaviour and levels.

However, one of the biggest concerns about degradable plastics and their additivesis that they
will contaminate batches of recycled resins. Degradable plagtics have the potentid to interfere
with the processing of recovered plastics and to destabilise and compromise the properties of
recycled pladtics if they enter the plastics recycling stream. The choice for retalers and bag
manufacturers gppearsto be ether to pursue arecycling strategy or acomposting strategy for the
bags, not both.*®

In regard to degradable bags, the Nolan-1TU report concluded that their widespread use as an
dterndive to plastic bags may not deliver overdl environmentd gains.

B Environment Protection and Heritage Council, The Impacts of Degradable Plastic Bags in

Australia, 11 September 2003.
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Voluntary Levy
Levieson plastic shopping bagsin other parts of theworld have achieved sgnificant reductionsin
plastic bag consumption. There are two possible approaches — voluntary and legidated.
Voluntary levies have been implemented in Audtraliain severd aress, as reported below:
Lord Howe Idand — retailers were asked to apply a 55 cent charge for plastic bagsto
their customers. Of theidand’ sthree grocery shops, one chargesit to al shoppers, one
doesn't gpply the levy and the third sometimes charges. The Nolan-1TU report doesn't
state thereduction in plastic bags used, but notes: “1t ssemsthat an element of the success
of theinitiativein reducing plastic bag use on theidand may have been due to the change
in consumer habits and thinking rather than grict implementation by the retailers.”
IKEA —theretailer introduced its own 10 cent plastic bag levy in October 2002. Since
itsintroduction, IKEA have reduced their plastic bag consumption from 8000 per week
to 250 per week — a 97 per cent reduction;
Aldi supermarkets — this supermarket chain charges for plastic bags, and provides four
optionsfor customersto carry their goods. Theseare: 15 cent plastic bag; 69 cent cotton
bag; $1.49 cooler bag; reused boxes (free); or no bag or own bag. The most common
option chosen isthe reused boxes, or for small purchases no bags,
In October 2003 Bunnings Hardware stores introduced a 10 cent levy on plastic bags,
which has resulted in a 91 per cent reduction in plastic bag use.*®

Nolan-1TU conduded thet it isunlikely thet avoluntary levy would get hear full compliance across
the whole retail sector, and it may be more difficult to implement and sugtain [than a legidated

levy].

Legidated Levy

A levy on dl single use shopping bagsin ancther option, and to be effectivewould need tobe at a
consgent level across al retail stores. To enhance the message to consumers and prevent
retailers from absorbing the levy, the levy would need to be charged separately and collected
through a centrad adminigtration.

To achieveadgnificant reduction in plastic shopping bag consumptionit iscongdered thet thelevy
should be set between 10 and 30 cents. This is supported by the Irish experience, where an
AU$0.27 levy resulted in an over 90 per cent reduction.

On 21 October 2002 Senator Bob Brown introduced into the Senate the Plastic Bag Levy
(Assessment and Collection) Bill 2002 and the Plastic Bag (Minimisation of Usage)
Education Fund Bill 2002. Identical Billswereintroduced into the House of Representativesby
Mr Peter Andren MP on the same day. The Bills provided for alevy on plagtic bagsto be paid

1 As reported by Senator Bob Brown, Australian Senate, Environment, Communications,

Information Technology and the Arts Legislation Committee, Plastic Bag Levy (Assessment
and Collection) Bill 2002 [No. 2] and the Plastic Bag (Minimisation of Usage) Education Fund
Bill 2002 [No.2], November 2003 at 38.
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by theretailer, who must passthe charge on to the customer. In March 2003 the Senate resolved
to refer the Bills to the Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts
Legidation Committee.

Inasubmisson to the Committee, the conservation organisation Planet Ark indicated what might
occur in Augtrdiaif alevy that replicated the results observed in Irdland was introduced:

Australia currently uses 6.0 billion plastic check out bags every year. If we reduced that
by 90% like the Irish have done, then we would only be using 690 million plastic check
out bags every year. That's areduction of over 6.2 billion plastic check out bags every
year.

A 25 cent levy on these 690 million plastic bagswould raise $172.5 million ayear towards
environmental causes. Such monies could go towardsthefixing up of Australia’ s salinity
problems or providing free reusable shopping bags for every household etc.

According to Nolan-I1TU, it isestimated that Australia currently uses 390 million kitchen
bin linersevery year. If likethe Irish weincreased the amount of kitchen bin liners being
sold by 77%, then we would only be using an extra 300 million kitchen bin liners every
single year.

...even after you alow for this 300 million bag increase in kitchen bin liner sales, with a
levy in Australia there would still be an overall reduction of 5.9 billion plastic check out
bags every year. A 6.2 hillion plastic check out bag reduction versus a 300 million
increase in kitchen bin liners...

If Australia replicated the success of the Irish levy, Planet Ark estimates that the overall
number of plastic bags being used could be reduced by up to 5 hillion plastic bags every
year.”

The mgority report of the Committee noted that whilst voluntary codes of practice agreed to by
Governmentsare unlikely to achieve the grestest possible reduction in plastic bag usein the short
term, this gpproach has the mgority support of the Minigters of the Environment Protection and
Heritage Council. Hence the Committee recommended that the Bills not be agreed to. In a
Supplementary Report by Labor Members of the Committeg, it was stated that the voluntary
gpproach and Retailers Code of Practice is unlikely to yield sufficient environmenta benefits.
L abor members considered the evidence presented to the Committee supports appropriate and
effective mandatory legidative measuresto minimise plagtic bag use. InaDissenting Report of the
Audtrdian Greens, it was roted that a levy has been demonstrated to work overseas and in
Audtrdia, and hashuge public support. The Austradian Greensstated that the overwhel ming body
of evidence to the Committee suggested that the number of plastic bags presents a large and
costly environmental problem and that alevy should be imposed.*®

o Submission by Planet Ark to the Australian Senate, Environment, Communications,

Information Technology and the Arts Legislation Committee, Plastic Bag Levy (Assessment
and Collection) Bill 2002 [No. 2] and the Plastic Bag (Minimisation of Usage) Education Fund
Bill 2002 [No.2], November 2003 at 13.

18 Australian Senate, Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts
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Plastic Bag Bans

Banning outright the use of plastic bagsis another option, and this has been undertaken in severd
Asan countries. In Audrdia, severd towns have ingtituted a voluntary banof plastic bags. For
ingtance, the coastal town of Coles Bay in Tasmania has become the first plagtic bag free zone.
Theretalersinthetown, assisted by the environment group Planet Ark, haveal agreed not to use
plastic bags. Calico bags have beenissued to permanent residents, and visitorseither need to buy
acalico bag or pay for a paper bag. Where paper cannot be used for hygiene reasons, plagtic
bags made from tapioca starch (ie biodegradable) are used. Planet Ark then chalenged other
towns to ‘go plagtic bag freg.** In response, in NSW the townships Kangaroo Valley and
Huskisson have voluntarily banned the use of plastic bags®® The director of Planet Ark, noting
the success of the voluntary bans and the ability of peopleto copewith them, stated: “\We used to
cdl for alevy but these towns have shown that when you have an outright ban people just bring
their own bags”#

The Nolan-1TU report concluded that atota ban on plastic bags in Austrdiawould be seen as
excessve and ingppropriate, but alimited ban on high litter potential bags, implemented with other
measures, could be considered.

6.0 A ‘TRIPLE BOTTOM LINE ASSESSMENT OF PLASTIC BAGS AND
THEIR ALTERNATIVES

If the objective of government policy is to reduce the number of light weight ‘ check out bags

being consumed and adding to the litter stream, the obvious question iswhat can take their place
and what impact do these dternatives have. To answer these questions the Nolant I TU report
assessed plastic bags and alternatives against economic, socid and environmenta criteria An
initial assessment for each dternative is reproduced below.

Table 1: Triple Bottom Line Assessment of Plastic Bags and their Alternatives

Option Economic I ssues Social Issues Environmental
I ssues
Singlet HDPE Well established Convenient to Manufactured from
market for supply of consumers. non-renewable
bags. A proportion of resources (oil or gas).
Current retail system consumers are Prominent in litter

Legislation Committee, Plastic Bag Levy (Assessment and Collection) Bill 2002 [No. 2] and
the Plastic Bag (Minimisation of Usage) Education Fund Bill 2002 [No.2], November 2003 at
33-39.

19

“Village declared bag-free zone” in The Sunday Telegraph, 27 April 2003.

2 “Huskisson bags coastal plastic-free shopping title” in lllawarra Mecury, 22 November 2003.

2 “Carr may push for plastic bag ban.” in The Sydney Morning Herald, 6 March 2004.
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and checkout design
based on these bags.
Low cost to retailers
and free to consumers.
~67 % of bags

concerned about
environmental impacts.

stream.

Potential hazard to
wildlife.

Reused in the home
for other applications

imported. (eg bin liners)
50 % Recycled | Nochangerequired | Just asconvenient as | Lifecyde
Singlet HDPE to retail systems or virgin bags. environmental
consumer behaviour. | Partly addresses impacts reduced due
~67 % of bags consumer concerns | to recycled content.
imported. about environmental | Provides amarket for
impacts. post indugtria
No impact on overal | recycled HDPE.
consumption of bags. | Impacts on litter and
wildlife the same as
for virgin bags.
Boutique L DPE Well established Convenient for Manufactured from
market for supply of | consumers. non-renewable

bags. Marketing and resources.

High percentage of branding for Lessimpact on litter

bags manufactured products. and wildlifethan

locdly. A proportion of snglet bags (heavier,

Current retail sysem | consumers are generdly disposed of

based on these bags. | concerned about in the home).

Low cost to retallers. | environmental Reused in the home
impacts, but probably | for other applications.
lessthen for Singlet
bags.

Calico Bags are 100% Lessconvenient for | Cotton industry isa
imported. consumers— need to | large user of water

Designed to be bring own bags back | and chemicals.

integrated with to supermarket. Washing the bags

current retall system. | Reusablebagsmay | consumes water,

Cogt to consumersof | haveindirect impacts | energy and

purchasing bags ~$2 | on behaviour (ie, detergents.

per bag, expected life | encourage consumers | Reduces

of one year. to be more waste consumption (and

May dow down wisein other aspects | therefore

speed at checkout. of daily life). environmental
Working conditions | impacts) of angle use
in overseas bags.
manufacturing a
potentia concern.

Woven HDPE Swag | Bags are imported. Lessconvenient for | Manufactured from
Bag May dow down consumers— need to | non-renewable
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speed at checkout. bring own bags back | resources.
Cost to consumersof | to supermarket. Reduces
purchasing bags- $4 | Reusablebagsmay | consumption (and
per bag, expected life | have indirect impacts | therefore
2 years. on behaviour (ie, environmental
encourage consumers | impacts) of angle use
to be more waste bags.
wise in other aspects
of dally life).
PP Fibre ‘Green | Bagsareimported. Lessconvenient for | Manufactured from
bag May dow down consumers—need to | non-renewable
Speed at checkout. bring own bags back | resources.
Cost to consumersof | to supermarket. Reduces
purchasing bags - $3 | Reusable bags may consumption (and
per bag, expected life | have indirect impacts | therefore
3years. on behaviour (ie, environmenta
encourage consumers | impacts) of sngle use
to be more waste bags
wise in other aspects
of dally life).
Kraft paper-handled | Bags are Primarily sngle use Manufacture of paper
manufactured locdly. | therefore requires consumes more
May dow down minimd adjusment water and generates
Speed at checkout by consumers. more waterborne
unless sysgemiis wastes.
redesigned to Paper bags are
accommodate them. 100% recyclable
where paper
collection is available.
Solid PP Smart Box | Imported Lessconvenient for | Manufactured from
Cost to consumersof | consumers— need to | non-renewable
purchasing boxes bring boxes back to | resources.
~$7 per box, supermarket. Reduces
expected life of 3 Awkward to carry consumption (and
years long distances. therefore
Codt to retailers of environmental
buying trolleysto impeacts) of angle use
accommodate boxes, bags.
redesigning Potentidly recyclable
checkoutsto at end of life but
accommodate boxes. collections and
disassembly system
would need to be

established.
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Biodegradable
starch based bags

Bags are imported.
Bags are more
expensve for retalers
approx 6 cents per

bag.

Primarily 9ngle use
therefore requires no
adjustment by
CONSUMers.

Manufactured from
renewable resources
(eg, corn, potato
starch).

Impacts of agriculture
include water
consumption,
chemicd use, land
degradation.
Reduced impact in
litter due to rapid
degradation in the

open.

Photo-degradable
(PE  with UV
sensitive additives)

Bags are imported?
Bags are more
expendvefor retallers
approx 6 cents per

bag.

Primarily sngle use
therefore requires no
adjustment by
consumers.

Manufactured from
non-renewable
resources.

Same impact on solid
wagein landfill as
conventiond bag.
Reduced impact in
litter due to rapid
degradation when

exposed to sunlight.

Biodegradable (PE
with  prodegradant
additives)

Bags are imported?
Bags are more
expendvefor retallers
approx 6 cents per

bag.

Primarily sngle use
therefore requires no
adjustment by
CONSUMESS.

Manufactured from
non-renewable
resources.
Bagswill degradein
landfill but over a
long period of time
(dueto lack of
moisture and air)
Reduced impact in
litter dueto rapid
degradation when

exposad to sunlight.

Source: Environment Australia, Department of the Environment and Heritage, Plastic Shopping Bags—
Analysis of Levies and Environmental Impacts. Final Report. Prepared by Nolan-1TU Pty Ltd,

December 2002 at 39.

From thisandysisit is evident that no one dterretive rated highly acrossdl criteria. The Plagtic
Bags Working Group noted the dilemmas:
Boxes and cartons are cost effective, but unsuitable for pedestrians, older people,
children and pregnant women,
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Priminary findings suggest thet overal the manufacture and production costs of paper
are higher than those of plastic, but paper recycling issues are more well defined and
resourced;

Once littered, paper bags behave in smilar waysto plastic and become wind blown and
transported by water. However, they arelessflexible, will abosorb water and snk, and so
arelesslikely to attach themsdlvesto bushes and grasses d ong roadsides and waterways,
Naturd fibre bags have a pogtive image and a good variety of uses, athough most are
currently imported so there may be social and outworker issues to be considered.
Alternative bagsare morelikely to be used on shopping tripsthat are planned in advance,
and for occasions on which anumber of itemsarelikely to be purchased. Consumersare
less likely to have them when purchasing on impulse. On these occasions, retallers are
obliged to provide bagsfor consumer convenience, and thisisan opportunity to consider

the most appropriate type of bag.?

7.0 THEAUSTRALIAN INSTITUTIONAL RESPONSE

The Environment Protection and Heritage Council was established by the Council of Austraian
Governments (COAG) in June 2001. The Council iscomprised of Environment Ministersfrom
the Commonweslth and State Governments. In October 2002 the Council asked the Nationd

Packaging Covenant Council to convene aspecid plastic bag working group to investigateissues
associated with the use of lightweight plastic bags. The Nationd Packaging Covenant is the
leading instrument for managing packaging wastein Audrdia. It wassigned by the Audraianand
New Zedand Environment and Conservation Council Ministers, Loca Government and abroad
range of indugtries in the packaging supply chain on 27 August 1999.

The Plagtic Bag Working Group reported to the National Packing Covenant Coundl in December
2002.% 1n response to this report, The Environment Protection and Heritage Council agreed to
ask industry and the community to cut plastic bag litter by 75 per cent by the end of 2004. The
following four short term actions were aso agreed:
- Government to develop legidative options, including a possible plagtic bag levy and ban
on plagtic bags;
Retallers to develop and implement a strong Nationd Code of Practice for the
Management of Plagtic Retail Carry Bags by April 2003, which includes targets for
recycling and reductionsin bag use. Ministers chalenged retailers to meet the following
targets for the Code for the next two years.
0 50% recycling rate for HDPE plagtic bags,
0 50% reduction in the number of HDPE plastic bags used;

z Environment Protection and Heritage Council, Plastic Shopping Bags in Australia. Plastic

Bags Working Group Report to the National Packing Covenant Council, 6 December 2002, at
21.
= Environment Protection and Heritage Council, Plastic Shopping Bags in Australia. Plastic
Bags Working Group Report to the National Packing Covenant Council, 6 December 2002.



Plastic Bags 17

0 90% participation rate of retail chainsand 25% participation rate of samd| retallers
in the Code.

Develop aproposdl for acoordinated nationa customer and retailer awareness program
and encourage continued participation in current litter programs such as the Clean Up
AugrdiaBag Yoursdf a Better Environment Campaign.
Undertake a comprehensive study on the full impact on the introduction of degradable
plagtic bags into the Audtrdian market place, including the effect on nationd recycling,
loca manufacturing and landfills and devel op anationd standard for the use of degradable
plastics in Australia by December 2004.2

The Environment Protection and Heritage Council approved the Audtralian Retailers Association
Code of Practice, but noted that if the Code is not implemented and / or targets not reached,
Minigters will again look & implementing mandatory messures. Minigters dso indicated their
support for phasing out light weight single use carry bags containing HDPE within five years, and
agreed that the Retail ers Association should be engaged in negotiationsto specify actionsbeyond
2005 to achieve this objective.

On March 52004 Premier Carr was reported as saying that he will soon force supermarketsto
charge for plastic bags or ban them atogether. He stated that if an agreement on a ban or

financia penalty on plastic bags can't be reached between dl states, NSW will go it done?® On
16 March 2004 during debate on the phase out of plastic bags, a Government MP stated:
“Industry has made a commitment to reduce plastic bag use, and in the next few months we will

find out how successful that commitment has been. If no progressismade, or if it istoo dow, the
community will not be ableto wait and the Government will need tointervene.”?” The Opposition
put forward aproposal to charge consumers 10 or 15 centsfor each plastic bag, with that money
to be refunded when the plastic bags are returned to the stores on a Thursday night or Saturday
morning. The Opposition noted that thiswould aso provide ameansfor community groupssuch
as Lions, Rotary or scouts to raise money, and avoid inconveniencing retailers and consumers
because plagtic bags would till be available.”

OnMarch 29 2004 the Federal Environment Minister Hon David Kemp MP launched the Clean
Up Audrdias ‘Say NO to plagtic bags campaign, which aims to educeate both retailers and
consumersto use reusable bags and cut down on plastic bag use. The Minister was reported as
saying: “All environmenta minigters believe that dl plagtic bags should be phased out within five
years.... If thisvoluntary campaign isn't working then of course we have to consider what to do

2 Environment Protection and Heritage Council, Communique — Governments Focus on Plastic

Shopping Bags. 23 December 2002.

» Environment Protection and Heritage Council, Communique — Plastic Bags. 1 August 2003.

» “Carr to ban plastic shopping bags.” AAP Newstrack, March 5 2004.
o NSWPD, Plastic Bag Phase Out, Consideration of Urgent Motion, 16 March 2004, at 7300.

» NSWPD, Plastic Bag Phase Out, Consideration of Urgent Motion, 16 March 2004, at 7300.
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(next).” At the launch of the campaign, Clean Up Austrdia founder lan Kiernan supported a
voluntary approach, as he considered this was better than a ban on plagtic bags because it re-
educated rather than punished the public.

8.0 CONCLUSION
The Environment Protection and Heritage Council, of which NSW isamember, hasagreed tothe
phase out of al plagtic bagswithin fiveyears. Whether thisis achieved through voluntary industry
programs or government regulatory mechanisms ultimately isamoot point. However, the NSW
government hasindicated that if voluntary industry programs do not remove plastic bagsfrom the
wadte stream ‘fast enough’, it will introduce its own regulations to hasten the phase out of plagtic
bags. How thiswill actually be achieved has not been widely canvassed.
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