Environment Victoria

SUBMISSION TO THE FEDERAL SENATE ENVIRONMENT, COMMUNICATIONS, INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND THE ARTS COMMITTEE
Inquiry into the PLASTIC BAG LEVY (ASSESSMENT AND COLLECTION) BILL 2002 and PLASTIC BAG (MINIMISATION OF USAGE) EDUCATION FUND BILL 2002

Environment Victoria strongly supports a national levy on plastic bags at the point of sale. We believe that the Federal government should legislate for a levy of at least 20 cents on plastic shopping bags in all retail outlets. Funds collected from the levy should be amassed in an independently administered Community Trust which would be used to fund environmental and socially beneficial charity projects around Australia.

To this end we wholeheartedly support the two bills that are the subject of this inquiry. 

The Problem

The general public are concerned about the environmental impact of plastic carry bags, particularly impacts on resource consumption and litter. Although these amounts are not as great as some other items of material consumption, the high level of visibility in domestic waste and litter streams trigger much broader concerns about plastics and packaging. 

Strategies implemented to date aimed at reducing their use, such as the voluntary Code of Practice in Victoria have been ineffective in reducing their numbers.

The Rationale – why target plastic shopping bags?

Plastic bags are:

· Australia’s highest volume add-on packaging

· Given away for free in large numbers

· Designed as a single use or disposable product

· Highly price elastic because they are

· not essential to product integrity (the “no-bag” option is feasible) and

· easily replaced by environmentally preferred materials and methods

· Highly visual in the litter stream

· Hazardous to wildlife, particularly in aquatic environments.

· Problematic for recycling

The Policy Solution

A compulsory levy should be introduced on plastic bags (excluding those for fruit/vegetables, meat or ice) sufficient to act as an incentive for people to bring their own reusable bags, baskets or boxes when shopping. It has been estimated that a levy of between 15 and 30 cents would produce significant behavioural change and minimal levy imposition.
 

Life cycle analysis of carry bag options has shown that a plastic bag levy has the potential to significantly reduce lifecycle environmental impacts of plastic bag usage in the form of resource consumption, energy, greenhouse gas emissions and litter.
 A substantial shift to more durable reusable bags would deliver environmental gains over the full life cycle of the bags.

The levy would best be imposed on the suppliers (importers and wholesalers) of the bags. They would provide a simpler target and result in wider coverage. The implementing legislation would have to specify that the levy be passed on in full to consumers via the retailers.

The money raised from the levy should go into a government fund, independently administered, in order to fund environmental and charitable projects.

The Context

Australian environment groups have advocated product stewardship over packaging for much of the last 15 years but so far all that has been achieved are end-of-pipe solutions such as recycling. 

Recent public concern and debate on plastic bag use has been reactivated by the highly publicised outcomes of a plastic bag levy which was recently introduced in Ireland. According to the reports, the Irish levy (AUS$0.27) was well received by consumers and has cut the consumption of plastic bags by approximately 90%.

Environment Victoria has been working with interested members, groups and individuals, and the Council for the Encouragement of Philanthropy in Australia (CEPA) to raise awareness of the issue with the general public and shareholders of the big supermarket chains. We have been encouraged by the level of support for our campaign from members of the public from all walks of life.

Implementation

To ensure consistency of approach and compliance across all States, a levy would best be implemented by national legislation. The Commonwealth has the constitutional power to enact unilateral legislation for such a levy using its powers of taxation. 

The Federal Government would probably prefer to have the National Environment Protection Council adopt a National Environment Protection measure under s 14 (1)(f) implementing a levy through a National Environment Protection Standard. (A similar approach has been canvassed in an EPHC policy discussion paper (October 2002) on adopting a national approach to recovering waste tyres). However, with this approach, the legislative process could take up to two years to complete with consequent lapse of public support and the growth of business opposition. We prefer, therefore, the immediate implementation of a levy through national legislation. This is logical given our preference that the levy be imposed on the importers and wholesalers and passed on to the customer via the retailer. It is estimated that 67% of HDPE singlet bags are imported

We recommend 

That the Bills under review by this inquiry be supported in order to implement a levy on plastic carry bags sufficient to discourage their use. Such an initiative would be welcomed by the community as a demonstration of the government’s commitment to taking a lead on:

· reducing litter to our waterways and streets

· reducing greenhouse emissions from plastic bag production

· reducing rubbish to landfill

· encouraging people to use materials sustainably 
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