Letters to The Age Editor

12 January 2004



David Risstrom



    Bagging Melbourne (in a nice way)

Monday’s Age editorial ‘When plastic is no longer fantastic’ got it in the bag. Australia’s love affair with the plastic bag is suffocating our environment and costing each and everyone of us and our environment a great deal. 6.9 billion bags full last year.
 
Greens Senator Bob Brown and independent Mr Peter Andren MHR introduced two bills to Federal Parliament in October 2002 specifying a levy of 25 cents on plastic bags in Australia and outlining how the money could be collected for an environment fund.  As a Melbourne City Council, I got support for Melbourne City Council to provide calico shopping bags to residents in December 2002 and Victoria’s State Government backed the 25 cent levy at an Environment Minister’s meeting in March 2003.  But still, we, or more accurately, our environment, is suffocating from the some 6.9 billion plastic bags Australians use each year.
 
Now, the Federal Government’s own report identifies what we already know.  Voluntary measures continue to fail. Our environment is suffering as more and more plastic bags accumulate, as does the cost to ratepayers of disposing of them. Shoppers already pay for plastic bags, but they are not always aware of it.  By paying for increased disposal costs, ratepayers are picking up the tab without being aware of it.
 
The experience overseas is that when shoppers are asked to pay for plastic bags through a levy, plastic bag use goes down.  In Ireland, a 25 cent levy saw a 90% reduction in the number of plastic bags distributed since March 2002. It is time we did the same here.
 
I will move to expand the co-operation between Melbourne City Council and city retailers to provide alternatives to plastic bags.  While some uses may be necessary for fresh meats and some vegetables, a great deal of plastic bag use is simply excessive. Some retailers, such as Bunnings, have already taken steps to reduce plastic bag waste and should be congratulated.  Others are content to let the bags pile up and to keep our landfills getting fuller by the year. I will seek Melbourne City Council to negotiate with city retailers to introduce plastic bag levies and to facilitate arrangements for the proceeds to be distributed to waste reduction and recycling measures. 
 
It is time we all took a stand, and started using what power we have to make change.  For some of us, it is as straight forward as thinking when we shop. Try bringing calico bags with you when you shop.  Suggest to your local shopkeeper that they sell carry bags.  Consider saying no to more plastic waste. Ask your politicians why they don’t support a levy. Next time you shop, bring along a bag and enjoy the fact that you are contributing at least one less plastic bag to the 6.9 billion bags we collectively dumped into our environment this year.


Cheers,

David Risstrom
Victorian Greens Lead Senate Candidate

