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THREE ESSENTIAL REASONS WHY A TAX ON PLASTIC CARRIER BAGS

WILL NOT HELP THE ENVIRONMENT

The Packaging and Industrial Films Association is making clear to UK retailers that the possibility of a wholly discriminatory tax on plastic carrier bags would serve no useful environmental purpose and could eliminate the many benefits that the use and re-use of such bags provide.

The Association, which represents UK manufacturers and converters of all forms of plastics films used in such applications as packaging, healthcare, agriculture, building and construction, says there are three over-riding reasons why the suggested tax would not help the environment.

1.
PLASTIC BAGS DO NOT CAUSE LITTER AND ARE NOT A MAJOR COMPONENT OF SOCIETY’S LITTER.

The original premise behind the suggested tax on carrier bags is to solve a litter problem.  There are two fundamental flaws in this argument.  First plastic bags do not cause litter – people do.  It is therefore essential to tackle the litter problem at this level rather than arbitrarily penalising one industry.

Secondly, there is no hard or proven data that demonstrates that plastic carrier bags represent even a statistically significant component of society’s litter.  In fact, those surveys that do exist point to plastic bags of all types as being a relatively insignificant contributor to the litter problem and the Irish Department of the Environment litter survey in 1995 showed that almost 60% of litter was composed of paper and organic materials.
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In March 2001, the UK Environment Agency published “Plastics in the Environment” which contained data from surveys conducted by the Marine Conservation Society over the period 1994-2000.  The surveys analysed litter found on our beaches.  Of 1029 plastic items found per km of beach, only 46 were bags of any description.  Thus, taking into account the likelihood of food bags such as crisp or bread bags proliferating, it would be difficult to justify a figure for plastic carrier bags even as high as 2% of the overall quantity of all plastics items found.  Plastic carrier bags would therefore represent a far smaller percentage of the total all-materials litter found in our environment, almost certainly less than 1%.

The Irish Consultancy Study on Plastic Bags refers to the UK Tidy Britain Group measures and comments “Plastics as a whole accounts for a relatively low percentage of both the household waste stream and the litter waste stream and shopping bags are obviously a sub-set of these data.”

2.
PLASTIC CARRIER BAGS ARE RE-USED MANY TIMES

Plastic bags are the lightest, strongest and most convenient option for carrying shopping.  They also have a high continuing secondary use as shoppers and for such applications as bin liners, waste bags, lunch bags, sports kit bags etc.  A survey commissioned by DEFRA in 2000 suggests that more than 80% of users re-use their plastic bags for these and other purposes – a quite remarkable level of re-use that is unmatched by any other form of single trip packaging.  Discouraging plastic bags at the supermarket checkout would certainly increase the demand for other single use bags such as refuse sacks, bin bags etc and therefore have much less effect on the overall usage of bags or benefit to the environment.
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3.
DISCOURAGING PLASTIC CARRIERS WILL ENCOURAGE LESS ENVIRONMENTALLY ACCEPTABLE OPTIONS

Of all the options for carrying shopping safely and hygienically, the very thin, lightweight HDPE (High Density Polyethylene) vest-style carrier bag offers the most acceptable environmental credentials.  The Winnipeg Packaging Project published in June 1991 collates the data from five different reports concerned with Life Cycle Analysis on different types of paper and plastic carriers from the perspective of North American and European usage.  One of the main conclusions was that “for one-trip grocery bags, plastic bags are less energy intensive than paper bags.”

As well as being less durable and far less likely to be re-used these LCA studies reveal, in manufacture and transportation, that paper bags have a greater environmental impact than plastic one-trip bags. The paper carriers for example, were found to be six times heavier and took up around ten times the storage volume.  This has an important knock-on effect on transport, distribution and fuel usage as well as subsequent emissions to atmosphere.

It is also worth noting that a single weekend newspaper with supplements will weigh the equivalent of 125 plastic carrier bags.  The total of all plastic films, including food wrappings, in the average dustbin is around 4% by weight, with plastic carriers probably representing less than 0.5% compared with the paper and board content approaching 34%.  At the end of their useful life, plastics carriers may also be collected for recycling and in some forms provide a useful product for recycled material.
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Even when confined to landfill, plastic bags will not contaminate the ground water nor emit greenhouse gases in the manner of biodegradable materials.  This problem is recognised in the new EU Landfill Directive – legislation that will drastically reduce all biodegradable wastes, including paper and board, going to landfill.  With a high calorific value, plastic bags can safely form a useful component of waste to energy systems and help destroy contaminated or putrescible urban waste that would otherwise create harmful emissions.  Such systems, which are widely practised throughout Europe, reduce waste volumes by around 90% and greatly reduce the use of fossil fuels.

PIFA also argues that the promotion of biodegradable plastic carrier bags to replace conventional plastic bags would not benefit the environment.  This is because the principle of biodegradable plastics is contrary to the basic concept of sustainability.  Effectively, the energy and resources put into manufacturing and distributing biodegradable polymer is deliberately wasted in the decomposition process.  This may be acceptable in limited applications such as bags for home composting and some agricultural films, but for uses such as supermarket carrier bags, biodegradable bags – unlike conventional carriers – offer no useful ongoing or sustainable activity such as re-use, or recovery of energy via incineration and may actually create difficulties for waste recovery.
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