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PRESS INFORMATION 03/6653/3
INDUSTRY formally RESPONDS TO MISCONCEIVED CLAIMS

USED TO JUSTIFY CARRIER BAG CONSULTATION –

2000% TAX Would BRING NO ENVIRONMENTAL GAIN AT THE EXPENSE OF LOST JOBS, CLOSED FACTORIES AND FAILED BUSINESSES. 

The UK Carrier Bag Consortium has issued its formal response to consultation on a call by Mike Pringle MSP for a 2000% plastic bag tax in Scotland. The response uses facts over fiction to overturn all of the claims being made in Mr Pringle’s proposal.

CBC Chairman Barry Turner said, “This is not a case of ‘they would say that wouldn’t they’. This is about overcoming environmental myths and misunderstanding with solid science. There is not a single justification for a carrier bag tax in Scotland. It will be bad for the environment and bad for Scottish jobs and businesses.”

The CBC response calls upon expert research, surveys and reports from more than thirty UK and international sources which together comprise a solid body of recently published work on the complex issues involved. The industry response uses this research, including information produced by DEFRA and HM Treasury, to methodically dismantle all of the key statements made by Mr Pringle in his call for a plastic bag tax.

The industry response also calls into question the fundamental legitimacy of the Mike Pringle consultation when it states, “The real purpose of public consultation, both as an integral part of the process of democracy and as a means towards promoting new legislation, should be to lay before the public the entirety of pertinent fact as it relates both to the proposition and its effects. 

“This consultation not only fails to meet such essential criteria, it repeats ill-informed popular myth and misinformation through wholly unsubstantiated conjecture. Throughout the consultation document a basic and incorrect assumption is made – that a tax or levy on plastic carrier bags would benefit the environment. This assumption serves to precondition public response to the validity of the tax and renders the consultation document invalid in the democratic process”

The 34 page CBC response has been prepared on behalf of fourteen Scottish businesses who are angry at the “junk science” being used to support claims that a bag tax would help the environment. It points out that the plastic carrier has greater re-use than any other “disposable” product with, according to DEFRA, 80% of households re-using the bags for bin liners, refuse sacks, school lunches etc.
The CBC response also states that Scottish dog owners in particular could be re-using around 160 million plastic carriers to comply the Dog Fouling Act Scotland which became law on 21 October 2003. “This critical public health legislation was necessary because dog excreta contains high concentrations of faecal coliform bacteria, parasitic worms including Toxocara Canis, Echinococcus Granulosis and many hookworm infestations,” says the response which goes on to point out that the law aims to protect children using playing fields and other public areas from serious health risk and that carrier bags are commonly used for the safe disposal of dog fouling. The CBC says the re-use figure could be substantially higher if all pet dropping disposal such as cat litter is taken into account. 

 “Although a plastic bag tax in the Republic of Ireland was hailed as a success, little was understood about this crucial re-use of bags for good health and hygiene. The result was that when deprived of carrier bags for bin liners and dog droppings the sale of bin bags in Ireland soared by up to 500%. And with the heavier environmental impacts created by increased use of replacement paper bags, we believe the environment has not benefited at all,” said Barry Turner.

The response document also points to signs of increased retail theft as shoppers have been encouraged to carry their own bags into stores. It also states that far less than 1% of all litter on our streets and waste in landfill comprises plastic carrier bags – so imposing a tax would make no difference to these problems.

The industry also points to its outstanding record on recycling.  It currently recycles more than 300,000 tonnes of plastic packaging – more than twice the weight of carrier bags used in the UK.

In its conclusions it states, “We have tackled all of the statements contained in the Mike Pringle public consultation document in an honest and open way using supportable science. The proposal for a bag tax in Scotland may be well-meaning but it will cause greater environmental impacts than it is aimed at removing. To those not acquainted with a detailed knowledge of environmental impacts, life cycle analysis, polymer science or waste management processes the bag tax will at first represent a compelling case for legislation. But the effect will be opposite to that intended. We feel confident that we can rely on the people of Scotland to recognise the validity of our science and that they have the wisdom to wholeheartedly reject a 2000% tax which will bring no environmental gain – all at the expense of lost jobs, closed factories and failed businesses.”
The full CBC response can be downloaded from www.carrierbagtax.com
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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.

For further media information please contact:

Peter Woodall, PR Principles Ltd, Tel: 0115 958 0403 Fax: 0115 948 3098

BACKGROUND NOTES FOR EDITORS

The idea of a carrier bag tax was first proposed to UK Parliament in Westminster in Summer 2002 when it was hailed by the then Environment Minister, Michael Meacher, as a “cracking idea”. After months of investigation and debate, HM Treasury has stated that a plastic bag tax will not be introduced by Westminster.

Mike Pringle is a Liberal Democrat SMP but the Parliamentary Liberal Democrats have stated they do not support his call for a bag tax. A letter received by the CBC from Susan Doughty MP said, “I … can assure you that the Parliamentary party of the Liberal Democrats is not in favour of the carrier bag tax. For a while we thought it to be an attractive policy but learning from experience in Ireland we have moved forward to understand the downside of what seemed to be a good idea.”

The Scottish Retail Consortium has also recently denounced the idea of a bag tax.

KEY ISSUES

1.
LITTER: It is claimed that plastic carrier bags are a large part of litter. The actual element of litter that is retail bags is estimated to be around 0.3%. Taxing plastic bags would clearly therefore have no effect on litter. 

Litter of all types is caused by anti-social behaviour and includes empty drink cans, bottles, cigarette cartons, crisp bags and chewing gum.

2.
LANDFILL: It is claimed that plastic retail bags are a large part of landfill. Analysis shows however that plastic of all kinds comprises less than 7% of all landfill and that plastic bags including all bin bags and refuse sacks (used for the safe and hygienic containment of putrescible waste) comprises up to 2% of landfill by volume. Therefore, reducing plastic retail bags via taxation would have no effect on landfill.

3.
REDUCE / RE-USE/ RECYCLE
REDUCE: According to this hierarchy of good environmental practice. Plastic carrier bags are the best environmental choice we can make. They dramatically reduce the amount of energy, resources and pollution needed in production, storage and transportation compared with so-called environmentally friendly alternatives such as paper according to research (Winnipeg University et al). An equivalent paper bag is also ten times the volume and six times the weight of its plastic counterpart leading to the risk of ten times the number of lorries, using ten times the fuel, creating ten times the carcinogenic emissions than would have occurred before a plastic bag tax.

4.
RE-USE. On the issue of re-use, no other so-called disposable product has such a high re-use level. DEFRA research shows that 80% of all households re-use their plastic shopping bags at least once. This represents an over-achievement by 60% of the targets set to be achieved by 2015 under EU targets.  The most popular re-use applications include bin bags and dog dropping bags so, not surprisingly, after a tax was introduced in Eire, the sale of bin bags and refuse sacks soared by between 250%-500%. These bags are often of heavier gauge and weight than carrier bags thus there is increasing statistical evidence that the overall use of plastic bags in Eire since the bag tax has not changed.  In recent years, legislation has been introduced to make it compulsory to clean up after dog fouling. The Dog Fouling Scotland Act became law on 21 October 2003. This critical public health legislation was necessary because dog excreta contains high concentrations of  faecal coliform bacteria, parasitic worms including Toxocara canis, Echinococcus granulosis, and many hookworm infestations. It is estimated that in Scotland the dog owning population, an estimated 19% of households, re-use 160 million plastic carrier bags in order to comply with this dog fouling legislation and therefore to protect children using playing fields and other public areas from serious health risk. 

5.
RECYCLING. Because of their high levels of secondary use in the home as a hygienic waste bag, it would not be in the interests of public health and safety to promote the recycling of such bags. The plastic films industry has, however, encouraged the retail sector to install bag bins for clean unwanted bags for recycling where practicable. The plastics industry has a good record in recycling – currently 300,000 tonnes of plastic packaging is collected and recycled by the industry every year. This is more than twice the weight of plastic carrier bags we use. This recycling activity for the UK is based in Scotland. 

6.
POLLUTION, GREEHOUSE GASES, TOXIC EMISSIONS. It is repeatedly claimed that plastics are a pollutant and a contributor to greenhouse gases and toxic emissions. This is not true. Plastic bags are manufactured under strictly controlled EU regulation and represent no danger in manufacture, use or disposal. Polyethylene is chemically inert and helps to stabilise landfill for ultimate land reclamation. Unlike materials such as degradable bags, paper etc, plastic will not degrade to produce ozone damaging emissions. The EU Landfill Directive actually requires major reductions in degradables going to landfill. A plastic bag tax would have the reverse effect. (A recent Government study showed that 14% of all dioxins, deadly carcinogenic gases, are produced by bonfires primarily on 5 November. This should be a far greater environmental priority than taxing plastic carriers). 
7.
TAXATION PRINCIPLES. A plastic carrier bag is already taxed two or three times in its life.  It is taxed as packaging under the EU Packaging and Packaging Waste Directive. It is also taxed when it enters landfill. And, if imported as most supermarket carriers are, it is subject to 6.5% import tax. On top of this, the proposed Scottish Plastic Bag Tax would be levied at the rate of 2000% (based on the cost price of a single carrier which is 0.005p). By this yardstick the far greater elements of litter (soft drink and alcohol cans and bottles, cigarette packets etc) if treated equitably would also be taxed at 2000% bringing the estimate cost of a can or bottle of Coke to £11; a bag of crisps to £9; a carton of milk to £8; a daily broadsheet newspaper to £12 and a single cigarette to £5.

8.
COSTS, INCOME GENERATION AND THEFT. According to the Irish grocery association RGDATA, even the smallest retailer in Eire has suffered the cost of stolen wire baskets and trolleys – each outlet losing 5,600 Euros pa in this way since a bag tax was introduced. Other reports suggest increases in theft from the shelves (made easier by customers bringing their own bags into the shop) and from “walk-throughs” – the act of simply walking out of the shop with a trolley full of un-bagged goods. Published figures suggest a conservative estimate of the cost from theft of this kind of 10 million Euros each year to the retail trade. Yet estimates of the income generated for good environmental use is around the same figure. These estimates take no account of administrative, reporting and policing costs suffered by retailers, the local authorities and Government – for which no statistics have been released.
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Most carrier bags are re-used as bin liners.

Photo available with a higher resolution from client-services@pr-principles.co.uk
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