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PRESS INFORMATION 03/6165/2

a levy on plastic bags in scotland

 would not help the environment  

A suggestion by Scottish Liberal Democrats for a levy on disposable plastic bags would not help the environment and could result in greater environmental impacts not fewer.

“Proposals for taxes or levies on plastic bags are based on junk science. When it comes to the three basic tenets of good environmental practice and sustainability - reduce, re-use and recycle,” said a CBC spokesperson, “the supermarket carrier bag offers by far the best option. No other material can match the lightweight, high strength carrier bag for its minimal use of materials and energy in manufacture and transportation. In addition, research commissioned by DEFRA shows that four out of five households re-use their supermarket carriers for everything from bin bags to dog droppings. And many retailers are now collecting carrier bags for recycling so why impose restrictions?”

 The thin lightweight grocery bag provides reliable, safe, hygienic, consumer friendly and cost effective performance and the idea of taxing plastic carrier bags is based on a misunderstanding of the science of environmental impacts. It diverts public attention from the real causes of municipal waste and pollution and does little to secure genuine waste prevention, energy use reduction and the conservation of natural resources.

CBC spokesman Peter Woodall said, “The people of Scotland should know that the supermarket carrier bag represents far less than 1% of litter on the streets and the waste in our landfill sites.  So reducing their use will make little difference to our litter problem nor will it affect the amount of waste going to landfill. 
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“In fact, such proposals are only likely to encourage the use of heavier alternatives which need more energy, and create more pollution, in manufacture as well as using more fuel and generating more exhaust fumes during transportation. And if those alternatives then degrade into ozone-damaging greenhouse gases, which plastic doesn’t, the chances are that the environment will be worse off because of plastic bag taxes.” This issue is strongly reinforced by the stringent requirements of the EU Landfill Directive to reduce the landfilling of degradables.

And claims that a plastic bag tax in the Republic of Ireland has been an environmental success are greatly exaggerated says the CBC.

 “Original reports suggested that the use of checkout bags has dropped by more than 90% but producers who make bin liners and refuse sacks report a 250% increase in sales of these items as people turn to them in the absence of carriers.  So we’re convinced that since the Irish bag tax was introduced there has not been the reduction in plastics claimed. There have also been reports of widespread theft of wire baskets and similar practices which are costing even the small retailers in Eire an estimated 22 million Euros every year – this compares with the 12 million Euros generated from bag taxes. Where is the sense in all this?” said the CBC spokesman. 
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The CBC has published its “Holes in the Argument” response (available at www.carrierbagtax.com) which details nine reasons why such a tax would not bring any benefits to the UK. In summary, it states:

1. A carrier bag tax would make no difference to our litter problem as less than 1% of litter comprises plastic bags of any description.

2. A carrier bag tax would make no difference to the landfill problem as less than 1% of landfill is plastic carrier bags compared with over 50% which is paper and putrescibles – the most likely producer of damaging greenhouse gases.

3. A carrier bag tax would make no difference to oil consumption as all plastic packaging uses only around 2% of oil extracted compared with 85% for cars, lorries and heating. 

4.
Plastic carriers are one of the most energy-efficient materials we can produce – using only half the energy needed for paper bags.

5. Plastic carriers have an excellent track record in using minimal resources. Today’s plastic carrier uses 70% less plastic than 20 years ago for the same strength and durability.

6. Plastic is by far the lightest of all carrier bag materials. Paper, for example can weigh roughly six times more and take up ten times the space so requiring considerably more transportation fuel and damaging exhaust emissions.

7. A plastic carrier bag is re-used time and time again. By the U.K. Government’s own figures, four out of five households re-use their plastic carriers. This is why the bag tax in Ireland has nearly tripled the sale of plastic bin liners – so more plastic is being sold not less.

8. Plastic carriers are the carrier of convenience and choice. They are also strong and hygienic. In Ireland, wire baskets are being stolen in preference to paying the carrier bag tax.

9. A tax on plastic carriers would be discriminatory and would be a serious restraint on trade, putting jobs and businesses at risk for no environmental gain.
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Litter is a social and not a material specific problem, whether we are dealing with food packs, chocolate wrappers, crisp bags, cigarette cartons, bottles or newspapers. Degradability offers no solution either. It may actually encourage irresponsible attitudes to litter prevention and the total loss of resources does not contribute to environmental sustainability.

A single edition of a weekend newspaper with its supplements can weigh the same as 125 plastic carrier bags – no doubt helping to explain why using INCPEN (Industry Council for Packaging in the Environment) data on UK household waste, plastics, carrier and retail bags are seen to constitute around 0.24 to 0.4%. Surely our MP’s and Local Authorities should be directing their attention to those areas where it is obviously required.” Concluded the CBC spokesman.
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For further information please visit www.carrierbagtax.com where there is the opportunity to download leaflets and take part in a national survey.
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