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THE FACTS BEHIND PLASTIC BAG TAXES
YOUR QUESTIONS ANSWERED

Q.
Why does industry deny the facts and continue to object to a charge for carrier bags?

A.
We are promoting the facts not denying them. Check out the science rather than the greenwash. The idea that this measure will benefit the environment or in any way aid the fight against Climate Change is unsupportable and therefore preposterous. We are seriously concerned that nobody in either the National Assembly for Wales or Westminster has carefully quantified the unintended consequences of this action. If they had done so, they would have immediately understood that the proposed action must be detrimental to the environment of the country, cause more greenhouse gas emissions from degrading alternative products of paper, jute and cotton in landfill sites, add to the weight and volume of waste arisings, and increase transportation journeys thus multiplying the increase in the carbon footprint of the country. For this measure to be enacted into the laws of Wales is contradictory in the extreme and will be condemned by environmentalists throughout the world when they realise the additional damage that must inevitably occur as a result. Does the Assembly really expose themselves to public ridicule and newspaper criticism by passing a Bill which increases the weight of waste arisings by over 300%?

Q.
How can you justify that figure of over 300%?
A.
We have examined the alternative products currently available in supermarkets and retailers, quantified their weight and bulk factor and even when there is a 49% reduction in the total number of carrier bags used annually, we estimate that the weight of the products used in Wales, based on a population percentage of the UK population, will increase from 6,960 tonnes to 21,142 tonnes per annum, an increase of 304% . Furthermore the extra bulk of these new products increases by 664% and therefore the number of pallets whizzing around Welsh roads amounts to an extra 281,000 per annum. How can this be improving climate change in any way?
Q.
What are these unintended consequences?

A.
The 49% voluntary reduction by May 31st having been achieved by leading retailers, means that the following WILL occur:
1. An increase in weight of waste of 14,181 tpa (304% increase)

2. An increase of 102,000 cubic meters of waste (664% increase)

3. More CO2 and methane emissions from degrading waste in landfill

4. An increase of full pallet loads travelling around Wales of 281,000 will occur annually (664% increase)

5. More transport equals more carcinogenic exhaust fumes

6. More transport equals more congestion and noise pollution

7. More road kill from increased transport

8. An estimated 200 - 300 jobs at risk in Wales alone
9. More black bin bags, bin liners and food bags will require to be bought increasing the plastic content more than the reduction achieved
10. More unnecessary packaging in food sections of supermarkets will occur as can be seen as the most damning consequence of the tax in Eire. 

Q.
Well at least we will be using less plastic than before if we have reduced our usage by 49%
A.
Sorry, no, you have INCREASED the plastic used by 2,160 tonnes in carrier bags alone. Plus an unquantifiable amount of extra bin liners, black sacks, nappy bags, sandwich bags and dog dirt bags bought by the public to compensate for the lack of lightweight plastic bags.  In the Republic of Ireland, sales of bin bags soared by 500% or more when people were deprived of their free carrier bags.
Q
What has bulk got to do with increased Climate Change?

A
If you replace lightweight thin carrier bags with heavier bulkier ones of whatever base material you immediately negate the effect of the reduction in quantity expected by reuse. 

In 1 x 20 foot container you get:
HDPE supermarket bag (incl degradable)


1,800,000

LDPE bag for life (Tesco, Morrisons, Sainsburys etc ) 
   300,000

Polypropylene – Non Woven




     45,000
Paper carrier with handles




     65,000

Starch based carriers 




    600,000

Cotton carriers





      72,000

Jute / hessian





      25,000

Woven Polypropylene




      42,000

Nylon/ Polyester





      55,000
Now quantify the transport implications, the storage implications, the transit packaging (cardboard cartons) and the landfill implications. They will contribute to increased environmental impact, increased fuel usage, increased carcinogenic exhaust emissions, increased noise pollution, increased road congestion and damage, and increased road kill – human and animal.
Q
Why don’t we change to recycled / degradable / biodegradable carrier bags / jute bags and cotton bags / woven bags?
A.
Lets look at each category:
i
Recycled bags: Both paper and plastic are recyclable and are currently increasingly used for remaking bags and carriers. Some retailers have increased the amount of recycled plastic in their carrier bags. However the Food, Health and Hygiene regulations as they currently stand forbid the direct contact of food with recycled material unless the provenance of all the recyclate is fully documented and comes from a non contaminated source. It is used where allowed by law, but there are obvious health hazards inherent in using recycled product carrier bags for food.
ii
Degradable bags: 
Plastic- These are made from around 95% conventional plastics with a 3% colouring agent and 2% degrading additive. If and when, given the correct atmospheric conditions, the material does degrade, you lose 95% of plastic forever. This defeats the purpose of conserving raw materials.

Degradable bags: 
Paper – recycled paper is made by chopping up paper, re-pulping it, adding virgin pulp and remaking the sheet. You cannot do this forever as the chopped up paper reduces the strength of the fibres and eventually becomes mud. The power used and the water used far outweighs any benefit you might think accrues as the resultant paper, to have a useable strength, has to be thicker than virgin, thus negating any material usage benefit. When paper degrades, again given the correct atmospherics it emits carbon dioxide and methane, both greenhouse gases which we are charged with reducing not increasing. Any increase in paper use would hinder our progress towards meeting emission targets set by the EU and inherent in the Climate Change Bill. 

iii
Bio degradable: Currently available biodegradable bags are manufactured essentially from starch based products – corn and sugar, and are currently not sufficiently strong enough to meet supermarket strength specifications. Whilst more than 30% of the world’s population go to bed every night with an empty stomach, we are unsure of the morality of growing food to make carrier bags.  It is also a mistake to believe that such crop based plastics are carbon neutral given the vast amounts of energy, fertilisers, land resources and collection and delivery expended by growing them.
iv
Jute and Cotton: These bags are in the main, manufactured in the Indian sub-continent, usually West Bengal in India and Bangladesh. All jute bags sold in UK supermarkets (Tesco, Sainsbury and Asda) come from that part of the world and are made by hand often in appalling ill-lit, unsafe, unhygienic factories, by indentured workers in crowded conditions with many employees underage and, using antiquated equipment with no conception of health, hygiene and safety. It would be unhygienic to let food get within 50 metres of one of these bags which are absorbent and will pick up germs from wherever they are put down. The manufacturing conditions are medieval at best and certainly inappropriate for food contact. There are also large quantities of bags being imported which are lined or laminated with plastic or have had their handles stuffed with polypropylene (another plastic) for comfort in carrying.

Q.
But isn’t the Irish tax on plastic bags very successful?
A.
Well, we agree it reduced the NUMBER of carrier bags but when you examine the consequences you understand that the reduction gained is dwarfed by increases in other packaging used and therefore increases waste arisings. Firstly the non food retailers all effectively changed from lightweight plastic carriers to heavier and bulkier paper carriers, although most were covered in plastic to keep the goods dry. One UK retailer (NEXT PLC) now takes carrier bag deliveries twice a week to each store whereas with plastic it was once a month – an eightfold increase in transportation and storage. Secondly, the supermarkets altered their presentation of fruit, vegetables, bakery and deli products so that today it is virtually impossible to buy loose product. All of these items are now pre-packed into polystyrene trays or clamshell packs using 7 – 12 times more weight of material than the previously used plastic carrier bag. The consequences for their waste arisings is impossible to quantify but it inevitably will have increased dramatically.

Furthermore the public now has to buy plastic black bin bags, pedal bin liners, swing bin liners, nappy disposal bags, dog excrement bags, sandwich bags and freezer bags when previously they REUSED their plastic supermarket bags. The weight of plastic film now used in Eire is far greater than the weight of film used prior to their tax being introduced. In effect, the unintended consequences have a far greater effect on their Environment now than before the tax was introduced.
Q.
Didn’t Scotland already look at the question of taxing plastic bags?

A.
Yes it did. Scotland spent an estimated £2 million examining in 2004-2006, a proposed Bill to levy plastic bags. The then Environment and Rural Development Committee, after taking evidence and commissioning an independent report into the consequences, unanimously agreed NOT to recommend the proposed Bill and it was subsequently withdrawn. It resurfaced in the same form some 18 months ago and was again rejected. The public will be astonished that, having spent so much of their money and so much Parliamentary effort in examining and rejecting this issue, it yet again rears its head thinly and inappropriately disguised as a part of a Bill to aid Climate Change. There are estimated 500 – 700 jobs in Scotland in this industry and they are extremely concerned that yet again their livelihoods are at risk.

Q.
Significance and relativity of carrier bag waste.

A.
Welsh Household waste is estimated by Government at some 1,800,000 tonnes per annum ( tpa). All carrier bags, in 2007, were estimated to weigh 6,960 tpa or 0.4% of the total. It was estimated that Wales used 656 million bags of all types in 2007. Paper and cardboard produced 26% (WRAP estimate) of household waste representing some 468,000 tpa, a figure not recycled and representing 67 times more weight than all carrier bags used annually. The bulk, and therefore the amounts sent to landfill will be significantly greater percentage wise. 
Q.
What is the current situation regarding carrier bag waste?
A.
In 2007, a Voluntary Code of Conduct was agreed by the major retailers with Westminster and Cardiff to reduce carrier bags by 25% by the end of 2008. That target has been achieved and exceeded (26% according to WRAP) and a further 25% reduction of the original quantity in use in Wales (making a 50%reduction in number) was agreed as a target for completion by “mid 2009”.  Wrap has reported a 49% reduction for Wales and therefore the lightweight plastic carrier bag content in waste will amount to an estimated 1,200 tpa or 0.06% of household waste. Again to introduce legislation to specifically target 0.06% of household waste, whilst not targeting far larger waste categories is window dressing and in any event is counter productive as waste will increase as a direct result of this section of the proposed Bill.
Q.
Well that just shows you what can be done when retailers take aboard our requests for action!

A.
Well not really. The major supermarkets and major retail consumables stores like Boots, and Superdrug, whilst agreeing prima facia to try to reach this target are secretly laughing all the way to the Bank. In the UK if this 50% target is met the retailers will have:

i
Saved over £200,000, 000(4.5 million in Wales) by not buying carriers they supplied free

ii
Earned profits by selling alternative products like woven bags, jute and cotton

iii
Gained kudos for being “green” and donating the public’s money to charity

iv
Tell the questioning public that the Government forced them to do this
Q.
But this gives the Minister power to introduce charges for ALL carrier bags, not just lightweight supermarket bags?
A.
Yes it does, but that is purely to avoid legal challenges under EU Competition laws which would be made by industry through the European courts. In practise, as can be seen from the results of the Voluntary Code of Conduct, the ONLY section of the carrier bag market which has been affected downwards is the lightweight supermarket type bag. All the less friendly to the environment bags have increased in use!  The lightweight thin supermarket carrier bag has been unfairly demonised when in fact it is the most environmentally friendly bag currently available.
Q.
But these bags are lightweight and too weak?
A
They only started to get weak when degradable chemicals were added to the formula and yes,  they are extremely lightweight, which, according to the Courtauld Commitment (agreed between WRAP and major UK retailers) on reducing packaging weight and moving to lighter weight and stronger materials, is exactly what should be done to packaging to reduce the use of raw materials. In 2008, despite a larger population and increased sales, there was zero growth in weight of packaging waste.  Glass bottles are now plastic (milk, medicines, soft drinks, sauces and now wine). Cars have plastic bumpers body panels and interior fascia. Paint pots and soups are now in plastic containers rather than tin cans. Paper collation packs and cardboard cartons are replaced by plastic shrink film. All these are excellent examples of good housekeeping by the plastic packaging industry, reducing materials and enhancing efficiency whilst as a result reduces their carbon footprint. As far as the strength is concerned, all major supermarkets have very onerous specifications as regards strength, both on single handle, double handle lift tests and jog tests which replicate the cartage of products from store to home, and whilst a very few bags may fail, you may rest assured that the vast majority will pass those tests. For example the majors require the bag to withstand an ultimate load test of between 17 and 20 kilos per bag, and bear in mind this is a factor of between 2,300 and 2,700 times the weight of the bag itself. No other product is as efficient as the lightweight plastic bag.
Q.
This measure will save thousands of barrels of oil.

A.
Sorry, but that is totally incorrect and yet another myth perpetrated and repeated by ill advised individuals. The feedstock for all current plastic films used for plastic carrier bags is naphtha which is a product which occurs in the process of distillation of crude oil into gasoline and diesel. For as long as we use oil for industry, heating or drive motor cars, use buses, trains and aeroplanes, naphtha will be produced as a “fraction” of the oil refining process.

Q.
They litter the countryside and are apparent all over hedgerows and fences. 

A.
We agree that littered plastic bags can be highly visible, but that is a factor of either irresponsible disposal by the public or windblown from public rubbish bins, landfill sites and cemeteries. Large quantities of the film you visually see in the countryside is agricultural film, building protective film, incident tape and collation film, none of which would be affected by this Law. We have existing laws to deal with the litter problem, why don’t we enforce them first before taxing the public for a product which is already reused 80% of the time (WRAP statistic). If the local authorities emptied street bins more regularly and controlled the windblown waste from landfill sites, much less film waste would be visible. The latest research by Encams (Keep Britain Tidy), published in March this year, showed that carrier bags actually comprise 0.03% of all litter. Even this tiny figure is half of what it was in 2004 (0.06%).  Go to:
www.incpen.org/resource/data/incpen1/docs/LitterSurveyPLMarch2009.pdf
Q.
But surely the wrapping of cucumbers and fruit in cling film is wasteful and unnecessary - as is the packaging of say a tiny SIM card for a telephone or a pack of 6 razor blades in a package 150 x 150 mm?

A.
Glad you asked that question
i
Cucumbers last on supermarket shelves two days without cling wrap. With cling wrap they last 10 – 14 days. This is done to reduce food waste running at hundreds of thousands of tonnes per annum. Isn’t that what we are supposed to be doing? The same principle applies to all wrapped fruits and vegetables.
ii
What appears to be excess packaging in high value goods is often for security purposes or for product protection in transit. Small expensive products have high levels of “shrinkage” in supermarket terms - theft to you, me and the police, so the packaging is deliberately big to make it difficult to easily hide. 

What do you want, 0.2 grams of cling film going to waste or 500 grams of cucumber going to waste?  Theft of expensive product becoming acceptable which inevitably leads to higher retail prices for the public and law abiding citizens?
Q.
Thousands of animals are killed annually by ingesting or being caught up in plastic carrier bags. 

A.
This myth stems from a Greenpeace claim made regularly that “100,000 sea creatures die from plastic bags every year” being repeated by environmentalists.  It arose from a four year study of marine deaths made in 1984 by Newfoundland scientists of the oceans around that Canadian state extrapolated to the oceans of the world. Let me explain the folly of that statement. I have seen the study in question and read its pages from cover to cover.

Firstly the conclusion was that over a four year period 100,000 sea creatures would be killed by plastic in the worlds’ oceans. That is NOT 100,000 per year, it is 25,000 per year 

Secondly, and vitally, in the whole report the words “ carrier bag “, “bag”, “plastic bag” or “plastic carrier bag” or any reference to what we are discussing today NEVER appear in the report.  The deaths occur from in the main drift fishing nets torn loose by the oceans force and discarded fishing lines. The whales, dolphins and turtles that purportedly die from ingested plastic bags are occasionally found to have swallowed such a product but the examining scientists and experts are VERY careful not to state that plastic was the cause of death.
Similarly sea birds are touted as being “killed in their thousands by plastic bags” and land-based animals as well. A dissection carried out in 2007 of two dead storm petrels at the National Sea bird centre in North Berwick found NO plastic ingested by both birds and no conclusion was reached. Certainly their demise was NOT occasioned by ingesting plastic of any description. Additionally the RSPCA in Scotland in 2004 reported that there were nine instances that year of animals entangled with plastic film (no mention of plastic carriers or bags). For the same period over 1000 instances were also reported of animals being damaged by motor vehicles. Let us ensure we have the right perspective 

Q.
Plastic bags are a litter problem

A.
No they are not  - the public make the litter problem. Re-educating them to reuse their lightweight bags should be a priority and when hygienically or practically they come to the end of their useful life, then they should be collected for recycling into the collecting bins now at the front door of most major supermarkets. In most analysis of litter, plastic bags represent less than 0.03% of litter. Chewing gum, cigarette detritus, sweet wrappings, snack food and fast food containers, plastic bottles and cans predominate such analyses along with, inevitably paper mail shots from newspapers and from handouts. These areas and others with significance should be targeted first in a fight against litter and nobody would consider them candidates for inclusion in an attempt to aid Climate Change . 
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