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pifa LINKS WITH south african converters on plastic bag tax threat

High level visit from South Africa plastics converters

 brings pledge to work more closely

Following its work in setting up the Carrier Bag Consortium campaign to stave off the threat of a plastic bag tax in the UK, PIFA hosted a visit from leaders of the South African industry at its Nottingham headquarters recently.

“We were delighted to receive our colleagues from South Africa who are faced with many similar problems including the imposition of a wholly unjustified tax on plastic bags,” said PIFA Chief Executive, Jim Pugh, immediately after the meeting. “Whilst our industry supports soundly-based environmental change, there is no doubt that the idea of a tax on plastic bags is being promoted by well- meaning but misinformed environmental groups in many parts of the globe. But such taxes, like that recently introduced in the Republic of Ireland, have no significant benefit to the environment and only serve to encourage less environmentally acceptable alternatives. This was the message our colleagues took away with them.”

The visitors included Mike Bullock, Executive Officer of the Plastics Converters Association  and Gordon Spence, National Chairman of the PCA which has the mission “to develop, in conjunction with stakeholders, a viable, socially and environmentally responsible plastics converting industry” in South Africa. The visit was part of a fact finding tour of the UK aimed at sharing knowledge and experiences of current developments in products, processes and politics which mutually affect plastics businesses in the UK and South Africa.
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Of particular interest was the work of PIFA’s Carrier Bag Consortium (CBC) which last year mounted a robust defence of the plastic carrier bag in the face of media and political statements which indicated that such a tax may be introduced in the UK.

 “We had many common threads of discussion,” said Jim Pugh, “but the idea of a bag tax led to our sharing with our South African friends much of the intelligence we have accrued over the last few months. Just as in Ireland, the original premise is based on the idea that plastic bags are a large component of street litter but this is simply not the case in either country.  We also made the point strongly that plastic bags are very widely re-used for so many purposes.”

In South Africa, the plan is to phase in legislation from this month which will penalise retailers handing out plastic bags according to the gauge of the bag and the amount of print on it. Fines of 100,000 Rand (£7,800 / 11,000 Euros) or ten years in jail are to be handed out to retailers who fail to implement the legislation.

But not only is industry pointing out the fallacies in the environmental argument, many commentators are deeply concerned that the ban will have serious consequences for the poorer residents of South Africa not only because shopping bills will rise – one Johannesburg shopper told the media “You mustn’t cut off the plastic. That means you are killing us. To buy food and plastic (bags) it’s more expensive “ but also because many poor South Africans use the bags to make hats, handbags, purses and even scrubbing brushes which they then re-sell.

During his visit to PIFA, Mike Bullock of the CSA said, “The environmental case for a bag tax has been built on incorrect assumptions – and the outlets where these bags are used are aware of this.  Of all the outlets, only about 30 companies have agreed to charge for bags, as the legislation only regulates the gauge and markings, not the sale of bags.”
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The South African Environment Ministry originally wanted to ban all plastic bags thinner than 80 microns ( a human hair is 50 microns) but this led to massive objections from industry and trade unions. The Congress of South African Trade Unions said the move would have led to the closure of factories and 3,800 job losses as plastic manufacturers said it was impossible to produce 80 micron bags on existing equipment. Following these objections, the new law will permit plastic bags with a minimum thickness of 30 microns.

Following its work with the CBC, PIFA has found itself at the centre of the global debate on plastic bag taxes. Not only is it receiving daily requests for information from across Europe and as far apart as Australia and the United States but it recently gave the keynote address on the environmental issues  associated with plastic carrier bags to delegates representing 12 countries attending the 13th Asian Plastics Forum in New Delhi, India.
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