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INTRODUCTION

IFAW is committed to good conservation outcomes that benefit both people and wildlife.  This organisation shares the concerns expressed by Australians regarding pollution and wildlife impacts caused by discarded plastic shopping bags, and supports solutions that will deliver effective and rapid relief.

SUBMITTING ORGANISATION

The International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW) works to improve the welfare of wild and domestic animals throughout the world by reducing commercial exploitation of animals, protecting wildlife habitats and assisting animals in distress.  IFAW seeks to motivate the public to prevent cruelty to animals and to promote animal welfare and conservation policies that advance the well-being of both animals and people.

IFAW was founded in Canada in 1969.  Since that time, IFAW has grown to become one of the world’s leading animal welfare organisations with representation in 15 countries and more than two million supporters around the world – including more than 50,000 in Australia. This makes us one of the largest conservation organisations in the country.

IFAW is primarily funded by supporter donations, spending 73 cents in every dollar directly on animal welfare.

IFAW brings a unique perspective to animal welfare by having a clearly stated aim in its Mission Statement to “promote animal welfare and conservation policies that advance the well-being of both animals and people”. IFAW is committed to achieving balanced solutions to conservation challenges - solutions that meaningfully address the needs of both wildlife and people in the world we all share.

Our five international priority areas are whales, elephants, the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES), Pet Rescue and Emergency Relief. A focus of our international work particularly relevant to this submission is the International Whaling Commission. IFAW is a key NGO at the Commission’s annual meetings and has a team of campaigners and scientists in six countries working on whale conservation, as well as operating the scientific research vessel Song of the Whale.

IFAW is supporting the gathering of scientific data in Australia and the South Pacific to understand the extent of the whales’ recovery and help governments make science-based decisions on setting up whale sanctuaries. This data also helps identify other threats such as pollution, ship strikes and net entanglements.

As well as promoting the proposed South Pacific Whale Sanctuary and national whale sanctuaries in the region, IFAW is playing a unique role in the development of a responsible whale-watching industry and supporting whale research in the region. 

This office works closely with the inter-governmental South Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP) to protect whales and create opportunities for the small island nations of the region to benefit from whale conservation.
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1. OVERVIEW

Plastic bags in the marine environment are a significant factor in wildlife injury and death and a cause of broad concern to Australians.  The vast majority of plastic bags in daily use are unnecessary, and could be replaced by re-useable durable materials. Legislation is proposed to impose a small levy on plastic shopping bags at point of sale, a cost that is therefore optional to consumers. Case studies in Australia and overseas support the positive benefits of such a levy. IFAW supports the proposed legislation and believes that it is entirely appropriate in the context of waste reduction and elimination strategies. 

2. CONSERVATION AND ANIMAL WELFARE

2.1 Land-based sources of marine pollution

The greater proportion, some 80% of marine debris is attributed to land based sources
 such as stormwater drains and airborne litter. 

Australia’s Oceans Policy summarises the findings of the 1995 State of the Marine Environment Report (SOMER) in this regard, stating:

“The …Report found that pollution from the land contributes up to 80 per cent of all marine pollution and is a major threat to the long-term health of nearshore marine ecosystems.  It affects ecological processes, public health and social and commercial use of marine resources.”

The consistently high proportion of plastics in marine debris is now well documented, although often hard to quantify beyond the shoreline.  Plastic shopping bags are highly visible in the litter stream largely due to their light weight, ability to float and slow degradability.
  

Sites surveyed in South Australia and Tasmania were found to contain beach litter with a plastic composition of 65% and 62% respectively.

A new study into marine debris on beaches of the Greater Sydney Region found that 89.8% of the debris collected was plastic, of which 82.7% was from land based sources.
  Sheet plastic, which includes plastic bags and wrappers, were 21.8% of the total debris recovered, although this proportion was higher in the more populated areas.  Stormwater was identified as the most dominant source of pollution, contributing 62.9% of all debris collected.  Direct littering by beachgoers was also found to contribute a high proportion at 19.8% of the total.  The report concludes that in some areas, the volume of  litter was comparable to or in excess of much more densely populated areas of the USA. 

2.2 Dangers to marine wildlife

Plastic debris in the marine environment threatens marine wildlife that become entangled or ingest material.
  

Young sea turtles have been identified as particularly vulnerable, causing intestinal blockages or creating a sensation of being full, with the effect of reduced feeding and compromising survival and reproductive fitness.  Similar impacts have been identified in whales and manatees, a close relative of Australia’s threatened dugong.

Seals in Tasmania and Victoria have been found to have a high incidence in entanglement in plastic debris, with visible “collars” of plastic litter.

It is likely the problem is massively underestimated, as marine wildlife victims of plastics would be undetected over vast ocean expanses, sinking to the bottom or consumed by predators.

Marine debris has now been quantifiably assessed as a significant problem for the Greater Sydney Region, and the authors have recommended steps will have to be taken to address and reduce the problem or marine wildlife will continue to be threatened and economic consequences will ensue.

2.3 Ongoing monitoring and research

The Environment Protection and Heritage Council released the “Keeping tabs on Marine Debris” brochure in January 2003, that includes a marine debris survey form for communities to use during beach clean up days.
  Such data collection exercises are excellent initiatives to raise awareness and provide a useful snapshot of information.  However, such schemes can be more effective if carried out in the longer term in an agreed range of locations.  Monitoring would need to go beyond the shore, for example requiring commercial vessels (shipping, fishing, tourism etc) to conduct short surveys on given days in given locations as part of a larger data analysis program.

2.4 Legislative and Policy obligations

The Commonwealth of Australia has obligations under domestic legislation and policy instruments, and through its ratification of international conventions to prevent harm to threatened marine species.

Australia’s Oceans Policy states:

“Australia’s Oceans Policy recognises that ocean ecosystem health and integrity is fundamental to ecologically sustainable development.”

The Environment Protection & Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 lists many marine species that are known to be negatively affected by ingestion of marine debris, including plastic bags.  These include all cetaceans, turtles, seals and dugongs.  Under the Act, it is an offence to kill or injure these species in Commonwealth waters.  Indeed, the provisions for the identification and listing of Key Threatening Processes could allow for the listing of manufacture and use of plastic shopping bags as they are known to threaten the survival of a native species or adversely affect two or more listed threatened species.

Relevant international conventions of which Australia is a signatory include the Antarctic Treaty, the Convention for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources, the Convention for the Conservation of Antarctic Seals, the International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling and the Convention on Migratory Species.  This is by no means an exhaustive list, but serves to illustrate the integrated nature of domestic practices and impacts on regional and international agreements.  Domestic legislation is in place to give effect to these agreements.

3. COMMUNITY ISSUES & CASE STUDIES

Australia’s Oceans Policy recognises “the need to change the values and behaviour of individuals, industry and rural sectors and government so that an ethic of stewardship is generated and supported.”

3.1 Domestic support

A Roy Morgan study in 2002 found that 79% of Australians are in support of the proposed levy.  This level of support broadly represented across all age groups and gender splits.  In addition, 73% responded that they would choose to bring their own bags to avoid the charge.

3.2 Case Studies

3.2.1 Ireland: While various countries have implemented various forms of levies or replacements schemes, the most relevant to the proposed legislation is the point of sale levy introduced by the government of the Republic of Ireland in March 2002.  According to various reports, plastic bag use was reduced by more than 90% in the first five months of the introduction of the tax.

3.2.2 Australia: Two examples of the introduction of plastic bag reduction schemes in Australia include Byron Bay in NSW, and Coles Bay in Tasmania.
A Byron Bay supermarket introduced a 10c charge for plastic shopping bags (both standard and biodegradable) in October 2002.  Bag use has decreased by 83%, and have had positive reactions from consumers.  Sales have slightly increased, rather than decreased as might be expected with a unilateral policy where there are other shopping options, nor has there been any increase in theft of shopping baskets, trolleys or stock.

Retailers in Coles Bay on the east coast of Tasmania have recently imposed a ban on plastic bags.  The next stage will be to encourage accommodation outlets to use biodegradable bags.

3.3 Security

Claims have been made by the Plastics and Chemicals Industries Association (PACIA) in their submission to this Inquiry that shoplifting, wire basket and shopping trolley theft increased as a result of the introduction of the Irish levy.  While this would be of potential concern to retailers and consumers in Australia about the imposition of undue additional costs, these can be offset by better security measures at supermarkets regarding the use of trolleys and baskets under a refundable deposit scheme.  

Similar concerns were expressed in Ireland prior to the introduction of the 

levy.  However, retailers have not reported increased thefts.  The Tesco supermarket chain did have a problem related to the design of baskets that could be used outside the store, and reported a high increase in theft in the first three months.  Stores with a different design or that had a deposit system in place did not experience basket theft.  There has been no reported theft of trolleys.

Checking of personal bags while shopping in Australia is now standard and accepted, therefore increased shoplifting cannot be anticipated as a potential problem with the introduction of a bag levy, nor is it supported by the evidence presented by direct experience.

3.4 Public health

Cross contamination should not be a hygiene issue where foods are properly stored, washed and prepared prior to consumption.  It is spurious to suggest, as has been postulated by PACIA, that placing a levy on plastic shopping bags will lead to an increase in food contamination and food poisoning.

In the Irish example, retailers have mitigated potential problems with food safety in supermarket shopping by providing for sale bags marked out for specific product types, such as meats or cleaning products.

4. FINANCIAL AND ECONOMIC ISSUES

Australia’s Oceans Policy recognises the need to reduce the “impact of land-based activities which cause pollution [to] improve ecosystem health and… increase investment security for industries and activities that are sensitive to water quality.” 
 Therefore there is a policy incentive to improve marine water quality for direct financial benefit to the Australian community as a whole.

4.1 Implementation and Administration

Administration of funds raised by the levy need not place an undue burden on industry, the Commonwealth or taxpayers.

Irish retailers appreciated the consultative approach to the development of the levy, which significantly reduced administrative issues costs.  The levy is collected via an online reporting and payment system, and is reported to be working well.

Consumers have been positive, believing that they are making a contribution to the environment while avoiding the levy.

The reason for the Irish levy was a desire to eliminate, not contain, the problem by making people think twice about the need for disposable bags in the first place. That is, it was a waste minimisation measure, not a levy intended to support recovery of the material for recycling.

Therefore a realistic levy needs to be imposed so as to serve as a punitive deterrent to change behaviour, resulting in diminishing returns as plastic bag use declines.

Funds raised from collection of the levy could be used to fund programs already identified in the Oceans Policy, and land-based waste-avoidance and reduction projects in rural areas where litter has been identified as problematic to communities and wildlife.

4.2 Impacts on jobs

The submission to this inquiry by PACIA raises concerns that several hundred jobs in manufacturing and associated support sectors are at risk.  However Environment Australia’s report into plastic shopping bags suggests that where jobs may be lost in the supply chain, alternative employment opportunities would offset anticipated losses making the impact on overall employment negligible.

4.3 Impacts on consumers

Claims by PACIA that this will place an unfair financial burden on lower income Australian families makes the assumption that these families are not concerned with the damaging environmental impacts of plastic shopping bags.  No evidence has been presented that demonstrates that these families would not rather use alternative means to convey their bought goods from point of sale to home, nor has any evidence been presented to support claims that this will unfairly burden these families financially. Environment Australia’s report into plastic shopping bags found that low income users are unlikely to be impacted if they choose to avoid the levy.

By requiring consumers to pay for carrier bags at the point of sale, consumers can decide whether to pay for the product or bring their own bags, thus giving them the option of not incurring the levy should they wish to avoid it.  Therefore the proposed levy is optional, and provides a greater embedded incentive for lower income families to actively avoid the additional costs by moving to alternatives.

4.4 Replacement with single use biodegradable bags

Note that while in the broader scope of manufacturing of plastic bags there may be potential for the greater use of biodegradable products, the core objective is to change behaviours, not products.  It is worth noting that in Ireland, the levy also applies to single use biodegradable plastic shopping bags.

4.5 Voluntary Agreements

PACIA claims that the National Packaging Covenant (NPC) will address the problems associated with plastic shopping bags.  The submission by Franklins supermarkets to this inquiry refers to the Australian Retailers Association National Code of Practice for the Management of Plastic Retail Carrier Bags.  While both are good initiatives to address packaging generally and plastic bags specifically, neither is able to immediately impact a habit that needs to change.  Rather they approach the issues as practices that can be modified by voluntary codes of conduct.  

There are examples cited in the Environment Australia report into Plastic Shopping Bags (December 2002) demonstrating that the only measure that has a dramatic and immediate impact on plastic bag use is a levy charged directly to consumers at the point of sale.
  Most significantly for this inquiry, the Code of Practice was initially introduced in Victoria, and covered only 10% of total bag use in that state.  The proposed National Code of Practice was not expected to be radically different from the original Victorian state version.

Environment Australia’s report found that “While the Code [of Practice] should not be seen as mutually exclusive from any form of levy, in the absence of other measures it is unlikely to result in a significant reduction in plastic shopping bag usage, litter and other impacts.”

The proposed legislation that is the subject of this inquiry does not ignore work done under the NPC or the Code of Practice, but seeks to address the most significant vector of environmental pollution, as evidenced by the strict definition of the bags to have a levy imposed.

The arguments presented by industry suggest a community dependence on the continued profligate use of plastic shopping bags, as consumers often reuse the bags to dispose of general household and animal wastes, rather than new bags bought specifically for this purpose.  It would be more helpful, in the spirit of the NPC and a broader view of packaging generally, for the packaging industry to embrace the broad community view that excessive plastic shopping bag use must be reduced, and look for alternatives to remaining non-biodegradable products that are exempt under the proposed legislation.

4.6 Recycling

The Environment Australia report found that “As a stand-alone option, increased recycling of plastic shopping bags in this manner will not effect consumption and would be expected to have a negligible effect on the litter stream.”

Recycling is of course a desirable activity, but avoidance and reduction of unnecessary waste is the preferred option.

5. CONCLUSION

There is a great opportunity for Australia to be a leader in waste reduction, and not resort to voluntary schemes that rely predominantly on recycling and education.  Such schemes should work alongside the proposed levy as part of an integrated program associated with the introduction of the levy.  The emphasis would therefore be on the reduction of single use bags where possible, and effective collection and recycling where reuse is not possible or desirable.  In addition, the use of biodegradable or compostable materials should be encouraged for single use bags and packaging where plastics are required.

Ongoing research into consumer usage before and after the levy would be a key component of measuring the efficacy of a levy on plastic shopping bags.  However, IFAW does not support recommendations made by the EPHC National Plastic Bags Working Group Report (December 2002) that a significant body of information needs to be amassed in order to inform policy decisions.
  There is already a compelling body of information describing negative impacts to wildlife and people, shopping bag alternatives, the positive behaviour-changing impacts of a levy and broad public support for the measure to warrant immediate progress.  The recommendation to collect data on the effectiveness of a reduction of plastic bag use on the litter stream is one that could only be effectively implemented after the expected dramatic reduction in use after the levy is introduced.

IFAW believes that, based on available information of impacts and the high level of community support for a plastic bag levy, that the Commonwealth of Australia should pass the proposed legislation without delay.  The Committee is urged to make a recommendation consistent with this view.
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