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PRESS INFORMATION 04/7035

FACTS OR FICTION

PLASTIC BAG TAXES FAIL TO DELIVER REAL 

ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS

PIFA CHIEF EXECUTIVE CALLS FOR SCIENCE BASED ON LIFE CYCLE ANALYSES 

Since plastic bag taxes have been introduced in some countries, unexpected results have arisen says David Tyson, Chief Executive of PIFA – the Packaging and Industrial Films Association.

Although the volume of plastic carrier bags used has reduced where bags have been taxed, consumption of alternatives requiring more transport and consuming far more energy has soared. The result of this is that scarce resources are being depleted at a faster rate and more materials are going to landfill. In addition small and medium retailers as well as the large retailers are being hit hard as thefts increase because consumers are more easily able to leave stores with unpaid goods in baskets. In some cases metal trolleys are being taken away from premises and dumped near to homes. 

The unwanted effects of bag taxes

Pointing out the negative effects of penalising plastic bags, David Tyson said, “The plastic bag is our best environmental choice. One plastic bag can carry up to 2,500 times its own weight whereas alternatives can weighs six times more and take much more room to store and use much more energy in transportation. In fact one retailer in one country where a plastic bag tax was introduced now has to transport four 40 foot containers of paper sacks (protected from moisture by plastic) where previously it shipped only 3 pallets of plastic carriers to do the same the job. This unpredicted result of a misguided tax is doing far more environmental damage because it results in increased exhaust emissions, more congestion on the roads and much more waste going to landfill.”

In Ireland, when deprived of the popular re-use of plastic bags for bin liners and pet droppings, people have had to purchase much heavier gauge bin bags and refuse sacks. As a result, PIFA says, the tax has brought no statistically significant change in the total tonnage of plastic bags used in the country. The Association bases its conclusions on an analysis of Customs and Excise statistics.

Facts on Manufacture, Re-use and Disposal

Even during manufacture, the industry claims strong environmental credentials for plastic by emphasising Winnipeg University studies which demonstrate that plastic bag production uses one third of the energy, results in half the pollution and requires one eighth of the raw material needed by equivalent paper bag production.

The bag industry also strongly reiterates the fact that plastic carrier bags are re-used by 80% of households according to DEFRA research and it fights claims that householders hoard plastic bags by pointing out that sensible stocks of carrier bags are needed precisely because of this high re-usage for everything from school lunches to bin liners and the hygienic disposal of pet dropping etc.

Even at the end of its useful life, plastic waste is welcomed in many European countries using clean technology waste incineration as the energy released has greater calorific value than coal. Through energy recovery by this method, a single carrier bag would keep a 60 watt light bulb burning for one hour.

David Tyson states, “Our industry advocates more clean incineration of waste to help reduce our reliance on landfill. But, in view of the fact that carrier bags only take up 0.3% of landfill, why are they being attacked by some local authorities at all?” He says one answer came during a recent Local Government Association Conference in Westminster when comments such as ’the real target is consumers and raising public awareness’ and ‘this is not just about plastic bags it's an easy win situation if we introduce a tax’ revealed the reasons for unfairly targeting plastic carriers.

“So we are witnessing cynical ‘spin’ at its very worst. The suggestion is that we remove consumer choice, eliminate an extremely convenient and environmentally efficient product and decimate an entire industry just to save the trouble and cost of educating people on the need for a more responsible attitude to waste.”

Appeal for “Joined Up Thinking” and Life Cycle Studies
PIFA called for reason and fairness through “joined up thinking to tackle waste problems”. It says the plastic industry has done more than most towards minimising materials and energy. Its bag products use 70% less plastic than twenty years ago and the entire plastic film industry requires less than 2% of Europe’s oil consumption.

“These facts demonstrate that Governments, public authorities and environmental groups across the world need to focus on macro environmental problems rather than promoting “easy win” misconceptions that will bring no real environmental improvements.

“We would welcome an independent and properly conducted life cycle analysis of the contribution plastic carrier bags make when compared with the use of alternatives. We have nothing to fear in our industry and would welcome moves by this Government to commission real scientific study which will prove the value of our contribution once and for all.” Mr Tyson concluded.
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For further information please visit www.carrierbagtax.com where there is the opportunity to download leaflets.
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