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Background

It is estimated that 6 billion plastic bags are used per year in Australia. (Dee 2003) Many of these bags end up as landfill or litter, thus polluting our environment.

As a lover of the outdoors and this beautiful country, I am confronted on a daily basis with the misuse and abuse of plastic bags.

Recommendations

1. That  the Senate hear and report Australians support of the levy

2. That retailers be made more responsible for reducing plastic bag usage by:introducing a levy on both degradable and non degradable plastic bags

3. That retailers be made more responsible for reducing plastic bag usage by training staff to adequately promote, support and pack non plastic environmentally friendly alternative carrying devices.

Environmental Impacts

Plastic bags inevitably end up in our waterways causing serious injury and death to our fragile bird and sealife. Plastic bags are estimated to to kill 100,000 seabirds and animals a year. Many dying slowly of starvation.. The Mercury 20/03/2003.

As plastic bags take thousand of years to break down the environmental impact is significant.

Aesthetic Impact

The image created, as we walk, run, drive, cycle and navigate our beautiful country and its waterways, is one of waste and apathy. I abhor having to view unnecessary waste as I take my daily walk or swim in the lakes or ocean and recreate on the water.

Financial Cost

For those non supporters of of the plastic bag levy, who would have us believe that plastic bags are free, I say: consider that the price of using a plastic bag is already priced into the margins before you get to the checkout.

Current Voluntary Actions Not Working

In the last 12 months retailers were put on notice to improve their current environmental ethics and responsibilities regarding plastic bag usage. Despite some minor shifts in point of sale availabilities and some excellent pockets of retail support in areas such as Cole Bay, the voluntary pathway is simply not working.

Sure retailers can tick the box to say they provide suitable alternatives but how realistically have they promoted the change in consumer behaviour. Bags are often hidden near tea towels, placed at entries as opposed to point of sale temptation areas. Staff have had no training in selling the concept, supporting the change or acting to happily and competently pack alternative bags.

Target gets it closest to right.

On a recent trip to Target Glendale I was excited to see 100% Happy Recycling Bags for $1 AT THE POINT OF SALE. Quickly I scanned the isles 3 people in each queue 4 isles open. Unfortunately no one was buying. I bought 5 of these bags to give away and 2, to carry the purchased towels. To my joy 2 people behind me picked up the bags and had a look. I waited to see what happened. Many of the customers followed my lead and before I left the store three people had purchased the bags. The power of role modelling. Congratulations to Target for putting these bags in your face with a catchy logo. 

Aldi also gets it right

65 Cents for a calico bag, cardboard boxes available on request. No alternative choices. People are still flocking to Aldi and saving money.

Start small - we can all make a difference

As a regular user of calico and string bags I have urged retailers to improve their provision of alternatives with little response in terms of real effort to address the issue have made it a personal mission to make everyone I meet in 2003 aware of how easy it is to initiate the change from plastic to calico or string. Awareness and education works. I have not won every one over but there are lots more people making the choice to refuse plastic bags and planting the idea with others.

The Irish experience 90% reduction in use should be our benchmark.

Conclusion

The overuse and abuse of plastic bags is one of the simplest most fixable environmental issues we face. A levy is not a tax it is a consumer purchasing choice. I can save money save the environment and use alternatives, or I can pay a small fee for an environmentally unfriendly carrying bag.

I definitely support the levy and recommend a levy on both degradable and non-degradable carrying bags Please impose the levy in order to provide Australians with the incentive they need to make a difference.

Thanks Jane Allanson

