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PRESS INFORMATION 04/6609/3
PIFA  AT THE CENTRE OF THE FIGHT AGAINST JUNK SCIENCE IN UK AND ACROSS THE GLOBE

Industry campaigns aim to stop misguided calls

 for measures against plastic bags and plastic packaging 

The Annual General Meeting of the Packaging and Industrial Films Association heard how the harnessing of new technologies and ever closer support throughout the entire supply chain are helping in the battle to correct public and political misconceptions about plastic film products. The annual review of PACT (Plastics for a Cleaner Tomorrow) and CBC (Carrier Bag Consortium) activities emphasised that there is no environmental justification for taxes, levies or bans on plastic film packaging such as plastic carrier bags. In a presentation describing recent calls for the Scottish Parliament to adopt a plastic carrier bag tax similar to that imposed in the Republic of Ireland, more than 300 industry leaders, MPs and senior Government officials heard how such moves could not be justified on any grounds.

“Those who advocate a tax on carrier bags – or any other punitive measure against plastic film packaging – have been misled by junk science which is based on emotion rather than fact,” said Barry Turner, Chairman of the UK Carrier Bag Consortium and Managing Director of Britton SMR, a leader in the design and supply of security, mailing and retail packaging.

The CBC was set up in 2002 to challenge the myth and misinformation surrounding the issue of plastic retail bags following the Irish tax which reduced carrier bag consumption by more than 90%. “Whilst the Irish tax is consistently hailed as a great success, the opposite is the case,” said Mr Turner. “No other so-called disposable product has a greater level of re-use. By the Government’s own statistics, more than 80% of all households re-use their carrier bags for second or even third uses such as bin liners, school lunch bags and for the collection of dog droppings. Without this valuable resource, the people of Ireland have now been driven to buy more plastic bags than before the tax and more resources, energy and waste is created.  So where is the environmental sense in such a move?”
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And in the detailed review of the work of PACT and the CBC by Peter Woodall, who runs the communication campaigns, it became clear that there can be no justification on environmental or economic grounds for legislating against plastic carrier bags. “The original premise for such a tax was that it would help solve our litter and landfill problems but when waste experts pointed out that plastic retail bags could not account for more than 1% of litter on our streets or waste in our landfill sites, the protagonists changed their argument. They said the tax would encourage a change of habit to so-called environmentally friendlier alternatives. But now we have shown that plastic bags are the best environmental option, they are relying on anecdotal and emotive claims that plastic carrier bags are a widespread danger to wildlife. By this argument, any littered material can be dangerous – not least bottles, cans and fast food packaging which forms by far the larger proportion of litter. The fact is that they have now run out of arguments,” said Mr Woodall.

“We have also discovered that those who advocate such bans have little, if any, understanding of the science behind and the importance of full life cycle environmental impacts. They don’t know how plastic is made and under what strict controls and they have no idea of the cost. A 10p levy is equivalent to a 2000% tax. And in any case, all packaging is already taxed under the EU Packaging and Packaging Waste Directive. Those who argue for a bag tax simply repeat popular myths and ignore the real effects which have encouraged alternatives of heavier weight, greater volume and therefore greater impacts in manufacture, transportation, storage and disposal. Having failed to convince those in Westminster, the green lobby against plastic retail bags feels it may have a better chance of convincing Members of the Scottish Parliament and local authority elected councillors,” the audience was told.

“And because it seems like the kind of idea which might win votes, certain politicians have taken up the cause without considering the fuller consequences,” explained Peter Woodall. “This is a replay of what happened in the UK in 2002 and I am afraid that the Scottish media have already seen great opportunities to play on the scare story which simply serves to support the myth rather than explode it. We have asked the newspapers to publish the fact that 6 months supply of carrier bags is likely to have the same environmental impact as a single copy of a Sunday newspaper – but of course they won’t!”
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He also explained that, in addition to the damage to the environment that taxing plastic carriers might bring, retailers were also likely to suffer. Reports from Ireland now show major increases in theft since the tax was introduced. “Not only is it likely that the tax created less income for environmental good than it costs to administer, retailers are also seeing a massive theft problem. This is because customers are now being encouraged to bring their own bags into a shop and it suddenly becomes much easier for goods to ‘fall off the shelf’. Before the bag tax in Ireland, the handing over of a carrier bag was evidence that payment has been received,” explained Woodall. “Reports indicate around 10 million Euros per annum is being lost in this way as well as through ‘walk-outs’ where people simply walk out with unbagged goods in their arms or in trolleys or wire baskets. In fact shoppers in Ireland are now even stealing the baskets and trolleys to the tune of a further £3,500 per annum for every single small grocery shop in the Republic according to their grocers association,” he said.

The CBC has recently issued a new briefing leaflet called “Plastic Retail Bags in the Environment” covering the real issues behind bag taxes and describing the ways in which the industry promotes good environmental practice. “We are passionately concerned about the environment and have one of the best environmental track records of any industry in reduction, re-use and recycling,” said Peter Woodall, “Those who talk about seven billion carrier bags wasted each year conveniently ignore the fact that our industry actually collects and recycles ten times that amount of plastic film each year. We must surely base any environmental proposals on sound, scientifically supportable evidence,” he concluded.

Since the CBC was set up, it has become a centre for information and intelligence on a global level with talks, exchange of information and presentations involving the USA, Canada, Europe, South Africa, South East Asia, Australia and New Zealand.
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