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SHOPPING TROLLEYS 
Grievance 

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen) [9.22 am]:  My grievance is directed to the Minister for the Environment and 
Heritage, and it relates to abandoned shopping trolleys.  This is a concern of many of my constituents.  They 
have told me that the abandonment of these trolleys constitutes a form of littering in relation to which no 
sanctions seem to be imposed.  It is believed that such sanctions are not adequately enforced by some local 
authorities, partly because of the technical legal difficulties of proving who was responsible for abandoning the 
trolley and partly because of resource constraints.  Many also consider that inadequate sanctions are imposed on 
owners of supermarkets.  It is believed that such owners should be held responsible for ensuring that these 
trolleys are retrieved and do not remain abandoned on the streets as they constitute a visual eyesore and an 
environmental blight, and also represent a hazard on our streets.  However, the problem is not confined to my 
electorate; it is prevalent throughout this State and nationwide.  Even though the problem may be ubiquitous, that 
is no reason for suggesting that solutions should not be canvassed and tried. 
I understand that the Litter Act 1979 is currently under review.  At first blush, this problem is one that should 
perhaps fall within the purview of the Minister for Local Government.  However, as what is occurring spoils our 
urban environment and constitutes littering, there is some merit in the issue being dealt with at a state level in the 
context of regulating the environment. 
At present, local authorities impose a variety of measures to control the problem.  These measures range from 
impounding the trolleys and fining the offending supermarket to merely notifying the owners of the location of 
the trolleys or, more often than not, doing nothing at all.  Although impounding and fining have met with some 
success in some parts of the State, some local governments believe that this practice places an unreasonably 
heavy demand on their administrative and financial resources.  Moreover, retail traders themselves have some 
difficulty with the notion that they should bear the sole responsibility and cost for resolving the issue.  Other 
solutions such as electronic tracking devices and mechanisms to limit the geographical range of trolleys have 
been tested overseas.  I understand that these are only partially successful and, in any event, only the larger 
supermarket chains would have the financial resources to adopt such measures.  

In the past year, the Retail Traders Association of WA, in conjunction with the Western Australian Local 
Government Association, has cooperated to address this challenge by drafting a code of practice for the 
management of abandoned shopping trolleys.  Progress has been slow, as a number of contentious issues have 
had to be addressed and accommodated.  The code of practice is on its fifth draft, and WALGA needs to wait 
until it receives a response or comment from all its members before it can proceed further.  Nevertheless, this 
development is an exciting one as it represents a concerted and comprehensive response to the problem.  Both 
organisations are to be commended for their efforts to date. 
Under the current proposed draft, retailers are required to clearly mark their name on trolleys.  In the 
metropolitan area, retailers will fund a 24-hour hotline so that persons who see trolleys abandoned can notify 
their location.  The hotline staff will then task a trolley contractor in the area to retrieve the trolley.  I understand 
that some monthly incentives and prizes will be offered to persons who report the whereabouts of abandoned 
trolleys.  It is further proposed that in the event that a trolley is not removed within 24 hours of notification, local 
government can then proceed to impound the trolley.  Similarly, local government can take action when an 
individual has been identified as being responsible for abandoning a trolley in contravention of local laws.  
Although it is early days, this is all a good start.  However, of concern is that this code is voluntary only.  There 
is some merit in the suggestion that some aspects of the code should be enshrined in law.  Alternatively, 
provisions could be enacted that provide legislative muscle to back the voluntary code.  For example, it could be 
a legislative requirement that all trolleys contain identification marking.  This is not an unreasonable impost on 
even the most marginal of supermarket operations.  Failure to do so could constitute an offence under the Litter 
Act.  This suggestion is not without its difficulties.  When an unmarked trolley is abandoned, it will be 
impossible to prove its origin.  This provision would, therefore, have utility only when trolleys still at 
supermarkets were found to not have the requisite marking. 
In imposing sanctions on persons responsible for removing trolleys from the precincts of a shopping centre, one 
mechanism may be to create an offence of strict liability when someone is found with a trolley outside gazetted 
shopping precincts.  These precincts would be areas within close proximity to the supermarket and immediate 
surrounds.  In such circumstances, there would be no need to prove an intention to permanently deprive as in the 
case of theft.  However, it would still require someone to be in actual possession of the trolley or in the throes of 
its disposal for an offence to be made out.  In any event, I understand that the latest version of the draft code has 
been forwarded to the minister for her consideration.  I urge the minister, within the framework of the Litter Act 
review, to examine ways in which legislative sanctions can complement and bolster these voluntary provisions. 
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I conclude by referring to one of my favourite cartoons from the insightful Michael Leunig - “The Life Cycle Of 
The Supermarket Trolley”.  It begins with the spawning of shopping trolleys underwater.  They then crawl onto 
the beach like baby turtles, emerging from their shells in their thousands.  As they mature, they are deployed in 
supermarkets until they outlive their usefulness, with wayward wheels making them unfit for the purpose for 
which they were intended.  Ultimately, they are left on the street to await their fate.  The trolleys are then 
vandalised and ultimately abandoned far away from the supermarket.  They remain there until such time as they 
are collected onto a truck and dumped in the ocean, and thereafter the life cycle begins all over again.  The 
unnatural phenomenon recorded by Leunig is one that is spoiling our urban environment and should be the 
subject of serious cooperative and thoughtful endeavours by authorities to eliminate it.  

DR J.M. EDWARDS (Maylands - Minister for the Environment and Heritage) [9.30 am]:  We certainly have 
some interesting topics for grievances.  I thank the member for the work she has done in researching and 
preparing this grievance.  Abandoned shopping trolleys are a problem.  Work has been undertaken over the past 
few years in my electorate to try to return trolleys to their “homes” and keep them where they are meant to be.  
The cost of retrieval of trolleys is largely borne by local government authorities and members of the Retail 
Traders Association.  Despite what the member said, very few fines are imposed by local government rangers, 
because it is difficult to catch offenders in the act of abandoning shopping trolleys and it is difficult to obtain 
evidence.  Although she stated that local governments have fined offending supermarkets, my department is not 
aware of that.  In the past, the retail industry has been reluctant to accept responsibility for abandoned shopping 
trolleys. 

The member has suggested a number of solutions to the problem but the difficulty is that a number of them have 
been trialled overseas and have not met with much success. 

Mr M.J. Birney:  Ban shopping! 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  To take up the member for Kalgoorlie’s interjection, banning shopping is not the logical 
answer. 

Mr M.J. Birney:  What about a 25c levy on plastic shopping bags? 

Dr J.M. EDWARDS:  We are looking at that.  As the member indicated, we are on the fifth draft of the code of 
practice covering the abandonment of shopping trolleys.  The code of practice is being developed by the Retail 
Traders Association and the Western Australian Local Government Association.  The code contains a number of 
specific actions that would help reduce the problem, if it were fully adopted.  However, as indicated by both the 
RTA and WALGA, the code is unlikely to completely resolve the problem.  A comprehensive review of litter 
management is currently being undertaken by a number of departments and organisations including WALGA, 
the Keep Australia Beautiful Council, the Swan River Trust and a number of urban and regional local 
government authorities.  While not specifically dealing with abandoned shopping trolleys, the review will 
provide a number of recommendations that will have a positive impact on this problem, if and when the 
recommendations are implemented. 

It has been stated for some time that the level of fines prescribed in the Litter Act is inadequate to deter littering 
in this State.  The State Government has indicated that it intends to merge the Act with the proposed waste 
management Bill and use the opportunity to increase the penalties for littering.  Drafting of the new waste 
management Bill presents an opportunity to consider enforcing some aspects of the voluntary code.  However, 
the code is still in draft form and we need some evaluation of its success before we take action.  There may still 
be an opportunity, because the proposed waste management Bill is to go through further consideration, 
particularly following representations I have received from local government.  The Bill is not expected in 
Parliament before the middle of 2003.  The Government will certainly keep the member’s grievance in mind. 

The member suggested new legislation to require that the ownership of all shopping trolleys be clearly identified.  
She suggested that retailers could be fined if they failed to retrieve abandoned shopping trolleys.  That 
suggestion has some merit but further research is needed to determine if the idea is workable.  She also 
suggested that it may be appropriate to create an offence for shopping trolleys found outside a gazetted shopping 
precinct.  Again, the suggestion has merit but it needs further consultation with the relevant authorities including 
local government and the Police Service.  The cost implications of some of the suggestions have not yet been 
determined. 

As the member said, this is a serious issue.  People get annoyed by finding shopping trolleys in all sorts of 
unlikely places.  Most members would receive complaints about abandoned shopping trolleys from people living 
near shopping precincts.  The code of practice is a good step forward.  The Government will certainly look at it.  
There may be further opportunities with the new waste management Bill.  I thank the member for her serious and 
thoughtful comments and for her vivid description of the Leunig cartoon. 
 


