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PLASTIC SHOPPING BAGS (WASTE AVOIDANCE) BILL 2010 

Second Reading 

Resumed from 1 April. 

HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [10.10 am]: I rise to support Hon Sally Talbot’s Plastic Shopping 
Bags (Waste Avoidance) Bill 2010. I am very glad to have an opportunity to speak about something as important 
as this. It is a piece of legislation that can make a difference to the environment and to all of us because of our 
contribution to phasing out the use of shopping bags. I expect that I am not alone in saying that I have had a 
great deal of experience with plastic bags over the years. I have put mountains of shopping into them, I have 
taken them home, I have taken mountains of shopping out of them and I have put them in the cupboards. Like 
many other people—we have been aware of the damage that they do for quite some years—I have tried to be 
responsible and have made attempts at recycling by returning my shopping bags to the bins at the supermarkets 
and by using them for other things. I have not done it as regularly as I should have. I have recycled only a tiny 
number of bags compared with the thousands that have passed through my hands over the past 30 years.  

When I was thinking about this bill, the phrase “mea culpa” came to mind because I know that I am to blame as 
much as anyone else for the disastrous environmental impact of shopping bags. When I speak in support of this 
bill, it is not to lecture; it is because I am aware from speaking to many of my friends that despite the education 
campaigns and the knowledge that we have, we have not been nudged significantly to do the right thing with 
plastic shopping bags. A bill such as this is probably the only way that we will be weaned off using plastic 
shopping bags. Like other members, I have cloth recyclable bags in the boot of my car. I initially thought I 
would say that when I rush into the shops I forget those bags nine times out of 10 but, to be honest, it is more 
like 99 times out of 100. By the time I am at the checkout, I think to myself that I should have brought my 
recyclable bags in but I did not. I do not wish to trivialise this debate but I have in my hand a number of plastic 
bags that represent one of the times I have rushed into the shops just to pick up a few things. As members will 
know, we tend to pick up a few more extra things when we do that. 

Hon Simon O’Brien: Was that just before 9.00 pm when you ducked in? 

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: There is 24-hour shopping in some places in Perth.  

I would like to think that I am not addicted to shopping. These plastic bags represent just a quick trip to the shops 
to grab a few things. When I put these in the boot, I see those cloth recyclable bags and I know that I am as 
guilty as anyone. Speaking about this bill that has been introduced by Hon Sally Talbot, I am making this 
personal confession to begin with.  

My view that I would like to do better although I do not, really reflects what surveys have shown. I refer to a 
survey carried out in 2005 by Clean Up Australia, which found that 81 per cent of adult Australians favoured a 
ban on plastic shopping bags, as this bill proposes. Shortly I will outline all the reasons why we should support a 
bill such as this to end the damage that plastic shopping bags have done. One of the joys of becoming a member 
of this place has been the opportunity to learn about things that I do not think I would have otherwise turned my 
mind to. In reading this bill, I have learnt about polyethylene, which I know now is what plastic bags are made of 
and which is referred to in clause 3, the interpretation section, of the bill as the major component of plastic bags. 
Obviously, my knowledge of this was non-existent and I even had to ask someone how to pronounce 
polyethylene this morning. 

Hon Helen Morton: The only reason we’re laughing is because we just did the same. 

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: I am not alone then. Being a member of Parliament gives us opportunities to find out 
about things that we never otherwise would have. That is why I found it so fascinating when I read a little about 
how polyethylene, which is the most widely used component in plastic, was discovered. I thought some other 
members of the house might be interested to hear about that. Polyethylene was first synthetised by German 
chemist Hans von Pechmann, who prepared it by accident in 1898 while heating diazomethane. When his 
colleagues Eugen Bamberger and Friedrich Tschirner characterised the white waxy substance that he had 
created, they recognised that it contained long CH2 chains and termed it polyethylene. I thought that was 
fascinating! This substance was synthesised by accident. Interestingly, the information that I found went on to 
say that the first industrial synthesis of polyethylene was carried out in 1933, again by accident, by Eric Fawcett 
and Reginald Gibson at the ICI works in Northwich, England. I am quite certain that these scientists and 
chemists had no idea that what they had stumbled upon would become plastic and plastic bags that are now so 
much part of our everyday life. I do not know whether anybody has had the experience of being somewhere 
without, say, Glad Wrap and realising how dependent we have become on all sorts of plastics that we managed 
without for many years. When we have to manage without, we find that we can manage.  
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I will just fill in a little more of the history of plastic bags. A series of chemists worked on what had been 
synthesised and over a long period gradually made it into something that was useable. In the 1980s—there is no 
date to pin down exactly when it started—plastic bags were suddenly part of our lives. Thirty years ago I was in 
my early 20s but I cannot recall what we used. Presumably, we managed to carry things about and managed to 
get things home, probably using boxes and paper bags. It is possible that we did a bit less shopping. All in all, a 
change occurred. Suddenly, plastic bags were part of the way we did our shopping and the way all shopping was 
delivered to us. What seemed so modern and convenient then has now become the menace that plastic bags are 
today. I would like to talk a little about that in a moment. First of all, I would like to give members some of the 
facts about plastic bags in Australia. I have taken this information from the Clean Up Australia website, which I 
think members will agree is an authoritative source. On its facts and figures page, it says — 

• The average plastic bag is used for only 5 minutes, yet can take up to 1,000 years to break down in 
the environment.  

• Australians use over 10 million plastic bags a day.  

• Almost half of these bags are given away by non-supermarket retailers such as newsagents, 
discount stores, pharmacies, fruit and vegetable shops, liquor stores and take-away outlets.  

• Plastic bags suffocate, disable and kill thousands of marine mammals and sea birds worldwide each 
year. When the animal dies and decays, the plastic bag is free again to repeat the deadly cycle.  

• It only takes 4 grocery trips for an average Australian family to accumulate 60 plastic shopping 
bags.  

• Australians throw away about 7,150 recyclable plastic bags a minute, with 429,000 recyclable 
plastic supermarket bags dumped in landfill every hour.  

• Plastic bags are considered to be a ‘free’ commodity, but the cost to households of $10 to 
$15 per year is added to the price of goods that they purchase.  

• The production of plastic bags accounts for some 20,000 tonnes of plastic polymer derived from 
non-renewable resources. While plastic bags can be recycled, only a tiny proportion of plastic bags 
are collected and reprocessed.  

This is an interesting point made by Clean Up Australia — 

• Plastic has remained the most common category of rubbish picked up on Clean Up Australia day 
over the last 20 years. Most common plastic consumer items include chips/confectionery bags, 
bottle caps and drink containers.  

As was stated there, one of the most disturbing effects of plastic bags is the damage they cause to marine life. 
Members have at times seen some shocking pictures showing animals that have ingested a plastic bag or found 
themselves caught up in plastic.  

I will refer again to something on the Clean Up Australia website. Clean Up Australia is an organisation that was 
set up by Ian Kiernan. When it was set up quite some years ago, it really helped us focus on the amount of 
rubbish we leave behind. Ian Kiernan has said that introducing a ban on plastic bags would significantly help 
reduce the number of marine animals killed by swallowing or being tangled in plastic bags, as I have just said. It 
is stated on the website — 

“The Australian community has repeatedly said they support a ban on plastic bags,” Mr Kiernan said. 
“A ban on plastic shopping bags would lead to a reduction in the number of whales and other marine 
life, including birds, killed.  

“We know that only 2 to 3 per cent of plastic bags are recycled, which still means most simply end up 
in the environment and something like 3.76 billion plastic bags — 

Perhaps more today, because this was a statement made in 2008 — 

still going to landfills … A ban is the only way to reduce this problem.  

“Almost 4 billion plastic bags are still being produced for Australian use every year. The rubbish 
problem they create, the detriment they cause to kerbside recycling systems and the resources and 
energy used to produce them are something that cannot be justified.”  

Many Australian towns and communities are already declared plastic bag free—Coles Bay in Tasmania 
was the first to introduce a ban …  

There are now other towns and other states in Australia, such as South Australia, and other countries that have 
joined in the ban. I noticed that Bangladesh is amongst the countries that proposed and, I understand, 
implemented a ban; also cities such as San Francisco. In supporting this bill, we are following the experience of 
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others. Having lived in the United States of America some 20 years ago, and still having friends in the US, I 
understand they are still shopping notwithstanding the ban on plastic bags.  

The bill before us contains nine clauses as well as definitions of key terms and phrases including the chemical 
term “polyethylene”, which I referred to. It has clauses covering areas such as a transition period. Obviously the 
transition period is very important. If a bill like this is passed the period of that will be prescribed in the 
regulations. It will enable time for what will be a significant period of transition.  

As I said I have long experience with plastic bags and shopping. In the past 10 years in Perth I have moved to 
shop online for my food. That has been available for over 10 years in Western Australia. All the food delivered 
comes in plastic bags. Obviously changes would have to be made in a range of situations. I presume that would 
enable time for other types of containers or maybe even less bagging of things bought from the supermarket. I 
must say one thing I have noticed in recent times with plastic bags is that quite often retail workers will say they 
are going to put another plastic bag inside a plastic bag because the bag—which may be one that has been made 
out of another plastic bag—is not strong enough. I think that says something about the bind that we have got 
ourselves into with the use of plastic and the attempt to recycle plastic bags into other plastic bags. That is really 
why a bill such as this is necessary—to completely move us in a different direction when we go shopping. Given 
that plastic bags have been around for 30 years, I think that in the lifetime experiences of many people they will 
readjust to how they lived before and how they shopped before. It is remarkable how quickly, when some new 
practice or new way of living day-to-day life comes in—particularly with legislation to help people such as me 
and others—people adjust to it.  

The bill also contains provisions detailing offences and defences, and penalties. The penalties range from $5 000 
to $20 000 in relation to the provision of plastic bags. As Hon Sally Talbot explained in her second reading 
speech — 

It is worth noting that the highest penalty of $20 000 pertains to the offence of knowingly providing a 
plastic bag that does not conform to environmentally acceptable standards.  

I would like to read a little more of what Hon Sally Talbot said in support of this bill, because I think it is 
important to make these points again — 

The link between plastic bags and environmental damage is internationally recognised, 

It is well known. As I say, many countries have moved to legislative regimes aimed at prohibiting or in some 
way taxing plastic bags. They include Bangladesh and China, which have banned or are about to ban light-
weight bags; countries such as Malta, Taiwan and South Africa that have prohibited the supply of free bags or 
introduced plastic bag taxes; and other countries such as Scotland, England and Spain that have bans and 
restrictions under active consideration. I have mentioned South Australia as a state that has already banned 
plastic bags, and Victoria is another one. I think I am correct in saying that in Uluru there are also no plastic bags 
and only paper bags are available when people purchase shopping or shop at the tourist outlet. What an 
enormous difference that has made to the landscape. When we look at some of the beautiful, pristine areas that 
we have in Western Australia, some of the rubbish that we see on the streets or on highways is plastic bags, 
which are a blight on the scenery.  

For all of us I think that a bill such as this is very important and deserving of support because it enables us 
individually to move to a different way of bagging our shopping. If this bill is passed, it will heighten our 
awareness of other ways in which we might contribute. Although individually some people might say that they 
do not use that many plastic bags and that they reuse them over and over again, I think the reality is—certainly 
speaking for myself and in particular my women friends, who still do the bulk of the food shopping and are most 
familiar with the number of plastic bags that go in and out of households, particularly those with a number of 
children—that with the best will in the world, it is the convenience and forgetting those things that make us want 
to do the right thing so that, in reality, often we do not. 

Some people think that the approach should be one of educating people. I spoke a little about that earlier. My 
view on that is that we have had significant education. I certainly know from my own children that a lot more is 
spoken about those things. All of us are aware of Clean Up Australia, for example. All of us in this house, of 
course, but I think also the wider community, will have seen programs or segments of current affairs programs 
about plastic bags and the sheer number that we use and the detriment that they have on the environment. I used 
the word “nudge” earlier, because I think a book of that name referred to nudging people in the right direction 
being the most effective way of making them change their behaviour. I think there may be a place for that, but I 
think there is also a time—it may be for other members and certainly for me—when nudging really has not 
worked and our better nature, our desire to do the right thing, is really overwhelmed by our lifestyle and the 
convenience of plastic bags. I know with the recycling services that we have, even though our recycling bins, 
like those of other people, are much larger than the bins that we can put anything into, local councils do not like 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Thursday, 24 June 2010] 

 p4562c-4572a 
Hon Linda Savage; Hon Liz Behjat; Hon Robin Chapple; Hon Donna Faragher 

 [4] 

plastic bags and we are told not to put plastic bags into our recycling bins. We are told by our local councils that 
a great number of things can go in the recycling bins, but plastic bags are just really in the too-hard basket. They 
are very slow to break down and there are a great many of them. My understanding is that not all councils will 
accept plastic bags for recycling. Stores that have places to take plastic bags show some leadership, but in all the 
places where I have dropped in my plastic bags for recycling, I have found that the one or two bins there, even if 
they were filled to the top every day, could only possibly account for a tiny fraction of the number of plastic bags 
that people walk out of that shop with each day. 

Although we know that most people, as the Clean Up Australia survey indicated, would like to have plastic 
shopping bags banned, I think that adds further weight to what I was saying. Education and wanting to do so 
have so far proved to be unsuccessful and it is time to move on in a legislative framework to ensure that we act 
to overcome what we face, which is really a mountain of rubbish that has had so little use, perhaps maybe five 
minutes, that most of us can barely imagine what goes through our hands even in a week. That is why, as I said, 
when I brought these plastic bags into the chamber, it was not to trivialise. I do not know how many there are 
here but these are the type of thing — 

Hon Robyn McSweeney: Don’t table them! 

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: I have checked that they are all clean. 

Hon Ken Travers: You do know that you may be better known as the bag lady from now on. 

Hon LINDA SAVAGE: I know. In a previous life I might have been known for my handbags, which I cannot 
bring into this house. I did think through the implications. We all shop. However much people like handbags, 
handbags play a role in society. Even a few years ago, people would have been stunned to think that handbags 
would become something by which people measure each other. However, the vast majority of us carry these 
plastic bags around. That is why I brought them into the house. 

I will just add a few more points in support of this excellent bill. It is now estimated that worldwide one trillion 
bags are used and discarded every year. Australians are the second highest producers of waste per person in the 
world, with each of us sending over 690 kilograms of waste to landfill each year. Only one country beats us. It is 
America, which I do not suppose people would be surprised about. I think this is an interesting fact, again from 
Clean Up Australia: the amount of waste placed in landfill each year in Australia is enough to cover the state of 
Victoria. As I said, plastic has remained the most common category of rubbish picked up on Clean Up Australia 
Days over the past 20 years. In 2009 it made up 29 per cent of all rubbish they collected—29 per cent. That is a 
third of all the rubbish collected on Clean Up Australia Day. It says here, interestingly, that on average people 
were picking up 40 plastic bags at each Clean Up Australia Day site. Goodness me! That means an average of 
half a million shopping bags alone are collected every year on Clean Up Australia Day.  

As I said, I am very glad to have the opportunity to support a bill such as this. I think this is legislation that a 
Parliament such as this can pass that can have a real effect. It is not just about the immediate effect it will have; it 
is the ripples that will come from that as society realises that we can live without all the plastic shopping bags 
that we have become addicted to. That will give us, I hope, the strength individually to find other ways in our 
lives to make changes.  

I conclude by saying that I commend the bill to the house. I look forward to the day when I am in the 
supermarket and I have to rush back to my car and get those recyclable cloth bags, and a day even further from 
that when I will automatically step out of my car with my recyclable bags.  

The PRESIDENT: I hope it is not raining that day!   

HON LIZ BEHJAT (North Metropolitan) [10.41 am]: Before I speak I point out that I am not the lead speaker 
for the government on this issue. I want to comment on it, but I might be called away on urgent parliamentary 
business so I have taken this opportunity to stand and speak.  

From the outset, I want to say that I am not vehemently opposed to this legislation, nor am I strongly in favour of 
it. But I want to offer some issues in counter-argument. To demonstrate that I have had some sort of commitment 
to easing the scourge of plastic bags, in 2005 when I was the electorate officer and campaign manager for the 
extremely hardworking and popular federal member for Canning, Don Randall —  

Hon Ken Travers: Do you have to have that authorised?   

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Okay—“Authorised by me”!   

The PRESIDENT: We are like the ABC here; we do not take endorsements!   
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Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Our campaign reflected a simple slogan saying “Don Randall says no to plastic bags”. That 
became a very popular campaign for Don and the team. We spent many Saturdays at the Armadale Shopping 
Centre with calico bags that were authorised. We had the slogan “Don Randall says no to plastic bags” and we 
exchanged people’s plastic bags for the calico bags.  

I understand that Hon Sally Talbot’s motive behind this bill is protection of the environment. However, people 
have considered that this issue is being used as a political campaign. In 2005 I found that to be very strange. To 
promote the “Don Randall says no to plastic bags” campaign, we wanted to post some billboards around with 
that message on them, simply as an environmental message. There is nothing political about saying no to plastic 
bags.   

Hon Kate Doust: I can see Don Randall being a big greenie!  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Don has green credentials on a lot of issues. The only billboards available in the electorate 
of Canning at that time were on railway land. When we put it to the people who were managing the advertising 
that that was what we wanted to do, they said, “Oh, no; you can’t say that; it’s political.” I cannot see why saying 
no to plastic bags was a political statement; it was an environmental issue. We continued with our campaign and 
it was successful.  

Hon Donna Faragher: He was re-elected  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: He was; and I am certain he will be elected again. We digress. 

Several members interjected.  

The PRESIDENT: Order! Let us not get distracted from plastic bags.  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: I have some specific questions about some of the detail of the legislation. I notice that in 
the first paragraph of Hon Sally Talbot’s second reading speech she states — 

The rest end up in either our environment or landfill. When the Environment Protection and Heritage 
Council met in Perth last October, expectations were high that it would reach an agreement on imposing 
a national ban on plastic bags.  

That did not happen so that is the reason Hon Sally Talbot found it necessary to introduce this legislation into 
this house. I wonder why the EPHC failed to reach agreement. I think it is because there are so many opinions in 
the community about the use of plastic bags. We have to also wonder whether a national scheme would work. I 
am horrified at the thought of a national scheme because no doubt it would become part of uniform legislation 
and-God forbid!-we know where it would end up; that is, with the Standing Committee on Uniform Legislation 
and Statutes Review. We do not need it.  

Hon Sally Talbot: I think you’ll find there are a number of state ministers, possibly including your own, who 
were assuming quietly there would be some agreement at a minco. 

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: There would have been some sort of intergovermental —  

Hon Donna Faragher: It wasn’t on the agenda.  

Hon Sally Talbot: You said it was on the agenda.   

Hon Donna Faragher: It was part of a standing item; it was not an agenda item. That was under your 
government when you didn’t make a decision.  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: I am sure members can have that conversation later.  

No doubt it would have been another piece of legislation that undermined state sovereignty, as we see most of 
these issues doing these days with their template or mirror legislation. If we did take a national approach, some 
states would enter into an agreement and others would not. Then containers might be set up at our border 
checkpoints similar to the fruit bins. There might be signs such as, “Are you bringing plastic bags into this state? 
They’re banned here.” There might also be plastic bag sniffer dogs at airports. The whole national approach 
could be fraught with danger. Surrounding this argument are apocryphal myths about things such as — 

Several members interjected.  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Who is speaking, me or the rest of the members? This is my turn. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! The person on his or her feet has the right to be heard in silence.  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: I suggest in future that in non-government business we have chats across the chamber, 
because today that is what is happening.  

Several members interjected.  
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The PRESIDENT: Order!  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: People talk about plastic bags taking 1 000 years to break down. How do we know that? 
Who has a plastic bag that is 1 000 years old? They are 30 years old.   

Hon Sally Talbot interjected.  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: It is one of those statements, that, if we make it often enough, it becomes reality.  

Hon Ken Travers interjected.  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: The other myth that surrounds this debate about plastic bags is that they are choking the 
whales or the dolphins. An article in TimesOnLine of 8 March 2008 headed “Series of blunders turned the plastic 
bag into global villain” reads — 

Scientists and environmentalists have attacked a global campaign to ban plastic bags which they say is 
based on flawed science and exaggerated claims.  

There is a thought: “Flawed science and exaggerated claims”. It continues — 

…Attacking plastic bags makes people feel good but it doesn’t achieve anything.” 

The Times has established that there is no scientific evidence to show that the bags pose any direct 
threat to marine mammals.  

“Plastic bags don’t figure in entanglement,” … “The main culprits are fishing gear, ropes —  

Several members interjected.  

The PRESIDENT: Order! I am sure it is very hard for Hansard to pick up the words being spoken by the 
member on her feet when there is lots of background noise and continuous interjections. 

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: The article continues — 

“Plastic bags don’t figure in entanglement,” he said. “The main culprits are fishing gear, ropes, lines 
and strapping bands. Most mammals are too big to get caught up in a plastic bag.” 

The central claim of campaigners is that the bags kill more than 100 000 marine animals and one million sea 
birds every year. However, this figure is based on a misinterpretation of a 1987 Canadian study in Newfoundland 
that found that between 1981 and 1984 more than 100 000 marine animals, including birds, were killed by 
discarded nets, not plastic bags. The Canadian study did not mention plastic bags. A 1968 study of albatross 
carcasses found that 90 per cent contained some form of plastic but that only two birds had ingested part of a 
plastic bag. The culprits are nurdles. There is a new word for members. Plastic particles known as nurdles 
dumped in the sea by industrial companies form a much greater threat, as they can be easily consumed by birds 
and animals. 

Hon Ken Travers: That will be Don Randall’s next campaign slogan: Don Randall says no to nurdles. 

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Quite possibly. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Don Randall, your local nurdle! 

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Closer to home, if we get rid of plastic bags, people will use something else. Will that 
create another problem? Branwen Smith from the Northern Guardian wrote an article on Wednesday, 16 June, 
which is quite recent, headed “Exmouth clear of plastic but choking on cardboard”. If we get rid of one thing, we 
get another. The article states — 

Cardboard boxes are creating increasing problems in Exmouth since the town became free of plastic 
bags more than a year ago. 

… 

While most Exmouth locals now use re-usable bags, the town’s many tourists aren’t so well prepared. 

… 

“Because campers are not offered plastic bags at check-out, they’re using boxes for rubbish bins and 
leave them open beside our bins and the crows spread the rubbish around,” 

Exmouth butcher John Sadecky is reported to have said — 

… supermarket shoppers used the boxes to carry shopping to their cars and then they abandon them in 
his wheelie bins. 
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… in the morning he often found open boxes filled with rubbish left beside his bins by campers coming 
through Exmouth. 

Well done to the people of the town of Exmouth for getting rid of plastic bags, but what will it do about the 
cardboard? Another problem has been created. The other types of bags that can be used become fashion items in 
some respects. “This is not a plastic bag” was a campaign that was run in England in about 1987. We must 
wonder what the companies are doing. Are they just trying to make a fashion statement to get rid of plastic bags? 
The reusable bags at shopping centres have hard plastic bits in the bottom of them. What will happen to those 
bits in the future? They will probably end up being nurdles and create problems all over the place. 

I would like Hon Sally Talbot to answer some questions about plastic bags at the appropriate time. Clause 3 of 
the bill defines an “alternative shopping bag” as a biodegradable bag, and a “biodegradable bag”, according to 
the bill, is a bag that has been assessed and tested in accordance with the relevant standard. The bill says that the 
bag must be compostable but the bill does not say over what time it needs to be compostable. Can something be 
classed as biodegradable if it will biodegrade in 1 000 years? What is the time frame? The bill does not give a 
certain time. Clause 3 states that — 

alternative shopping bag means a carry bag that — 

(b) is designed to be used on a regular basis over a period of approximately 2 years;  

The bill also stipulates that retailers must be able to supply an alternative shopping bag to a consumer. What will 
happen if the bag that has been provided to a shopper by the retailer does not last anywhere near two years? The 
bag might be overfilled and break and an item in the bag could fall onto the shopper’s foot and break it. Can the 
shopper sue the retailer because the retailer was supposed to give the shopper a bag that was designed to be used 
on a regular basis over approximately 2 years? I am not sure how that will pan out. 

Clause 3(c) also states that — 

plastic shopping bag means — 

(a) a carry bag — 

(i) the body of which comprises (in whole or in part) polyethylene with a 
thickness of less than 35 microns;  

That is all very well, but how can we stop a retailer who gives away a bag that is 40, 50 or 60 microns? That is 
not getting rid of plastic bags; it is making available a heavy-duty plastic bag. Again, there seems to be a 
question mark about the 35 microns. 

Other problems might occur when people bring their own shopping bag into a supermarket because they know 
that they will not be provided with a plastic bag by the retailer. The bags that they bring might have been used 
quite a few times over the preceding months or even years. The person at the checkout will then handle the bag. 
What are the health issues associated with the bag that the shopper has brought from home? The bag might have 
contained unhygienic items such as rotten food. What is the checkout operator being exposed to? Should the 
checkout operators wear plastic gloves and check the bags before putting things into them? There could be odour 
problems and all sorts of things. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: You’re not serious, are you? 

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: I am deadly serious. 

If the retailer does not supply plastic bags at the checkout, a shopper might find that he had not brought enough 
bags with him from home for the amount of shopping he has. The checkout operator would then be forced to 
overfill the bag. That will cause some occupational safety and health problems because the bag is too heavy. The 
checkout operator would have to lift it from one spot to another. Who will be responsible for all those sorts of 
things? We have seen around the world that plastic bags have either been banned or customers are being charged 
15c or 25c for them. When a price of a plastic bag is set, people get used to paying that amount. Because they do 
not mind paying that amount, the price of a bag must keep being increased. I suppose that if shopkeepers can 
keep raising the price of plastic bags, it is revenue raising for them.  

It is interesting to note the Irish experiment with plastic bags. In Ireland people are charged for plastic bags. That 
experiment found that the use and sale of plastic shopping bag dropped dramatically. It is interesting that there 
was a more than 400 per cent increase in the sale of black plastic bags. It was found that because people are 
recycling plastic bags for use as rubbish bags, they are now buying more black plastic bags. It has not been a 
useful experiment.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Will you take an interjection?  
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Hon LIZ BEHJAT: All right, go on. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: You can call on a friend — 

Several members interjected.  

The PRESIDENT: Order! Do not mind me, but there are some rules governing debate in this place.  

Hon Ken Travers: Isn’t it disorderly for the President to interject?  

The PRESIDENT: Let us try to stick to the rules. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Can’t I ask the question? 

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Go on. 

The PRESIDENT: Hon Liz Behjat is on her feet and if there as an orderly contribution to the debate, and as 
long as it is not a speech, I will allow it. 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: I want to ask the member whether the government intends introducing legislation to 
protect retail workers from dirty bags. 

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: This is not a government bill, so I do not know.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: Will your party be introducing legislation to protect retail workers from dirty bags?  

Hon Linda Savage: People already take bags to the supermarket. While you are suggesting that they could deal 
with dirty bags, they are currently dealing with dirty bags. 

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: I am throwing things out for members to consider to help them in their decision on how 
they will vote on this bill. Moving along — 

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich interjected. 

The PRESIDENT: Order! I am conscious that other members want to make a contribution to this debate. Let us 
create an environment in which members get up, say what they want to say, and other members can also have the 
opportunity to contribute. 

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: Another thing we need to consider is whether, if plastic bags are removed from general 
circulation, there will be a public education program to let people know about it. Who will be involved in that 
education program? Will retailers have to bear the cost of advertising that they will no longer provide plastic 
bags? How do we get the message out into the community? Who pays for the advertising costs? How will those 
costs be passed on to the consumer? I am sure that any costs will, ultimately, be passed on to the consumer. A 
number of issues need to be addressed.  

It is important to consider that it might not be the plastic bag that the shopping is in that is creating a problem. It 
might be that what is inside the plastic bag is of an environmentally damaging nature, and that could be a bigger 
problem. If we look at the plastic packaging of some of the items we put in our shopping bags, quite often it is a 
hard plastic and it is almost impossible to remove it. There are other issues we need to consider. The plastic bag 
issue is only one part of it.  

In the scheme of things, to what degree do plastics contribute to the overall waste that is produced? I have the 
figures from the City of Stirling of the quantities of waste generated in 2008–09. I will run through that list—
domestic waste, 37 112 tonnes; green waste; 20 706 tonnes; metals, 2 205 tonnes; batteries, 47 tonnes; oils, 
74 000 litres; glass, 72 tonnes; cardboard, 812 tonnes; tyres, 25 tonnes; and plastics, 15 tonnes. In the overall 
scheme of things the waste generated from plastics is not as great as for other wastes.  

We need to be looking at other things rather than plastic bags, although this may be a start and a step in the right 
direction. I note that in December 2008 the Environment Protection and Heritage Council commissioned the 
CSIRO to undertake a 15-month study of the major classes of degradable materials in the Australian 
environment, including the material used for producing single-use bags. Obviously, that study is continuing. I 
understand that that report is not due to be released until perhaps later this year. It will need to go out to the 
community for consideration and discussion. Any legislation that we might be looking at now is perhaps 
premature. It might be logical to hold off from doing anything legislatively until the findings and 
recommendations of that report are known.  

I do not really have any strong feelings either way about this bill, but I wanted to bring these matters to the 
attention of the house. I have a number of reports and magazine and newspapers articles and for every article that 
states that plastic bags are a bad thing there is an article to counter that. Obviously it will be an ongoing debate. 
We have seen from the interest in the house today by members wanting to interject that it is a subject that people 
have an opinion on. Maybe it is a good thing that we are debating this issue.  
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I hope that in her right of reply, Hon Sally Talbot will address the issues I have raised about the legislation and 
indicate how these issues will be dealt with. She has gone!  

Hon Ken Travers: She has had to duck out and she asked me to keep an eye on the debate.  

Hon LIZ BEHJAT: No doubt she is on urgent parliamentary business. I am glad Hon Ken Travers is keeping an 
eye on the debate for her. That is my contribution to the debate and I look forward to hearing the contribution of 
other members and perhaps they will accept my interjections when the time comes. 

HON ROBIN CHAPPLE (Mining and Pastoral) [11.09 am]: Undoubtedly, members of the Greens (WA) will 
talk on the Plastic Shopping Bags (Waste Avoidance) Bill 2010. This bill brings on a degree of deja vu for us 
because we have all been here before to do this. This issue has been around for a long time and we have heard 
commitments from federal and state governments over many years. I refer to the announcement made by the 
then federal Minister for the Environment and Heritage, David Kemp, that the federal government would slash 
litter by 38 million bags by the end of 2004. It did not happen. That was when we were producing about 
6.9 billion plastic bags per annum. 

I will talk about where the bags come from and those sorts of issues in a moment. I will also address Hon Liz 
Behjat’s comments about plastic bags and marine wildlife. 

Hon Liz Behjat: Did you say “Hon Liz Baguette”? It is Behjat—like cat. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: I apologise, Hon Liz Behjat. 

It is also noted that, after Minister Kemp made those statements in 2002, in 2004 the then federal science 
minister, Peter McGauran, likened plastic bags to nuclear waste when he launched the 40-hour plastic bag 
famine outside Parliament House in Canberra. He is reported as saying — 

“The dangers are obvious. You can’t get rid of them,” he said. 

“Do you know, depending on how they’re stored in the tips, they’ll last for, say 20 years, but if they’re 
not stored properly, they last for 10,000 years. 

“It’s like nuclear waste. It just goes on and on, a life beyond many, many continents’ own lifetimes.” 

There was certainly rhetoric in the federal government’s original proposal to do something about plastic bags. 

In 2002 the Greens went in to bat on the plastic bags issue with the then Labor government and the Minister for 
the Environment. We attempted to introduce a plastic bag ban or levy in 2002. At the time I wrote to all 
members of Parliament from both houses identifying the state of the problem and, indeed, urging the 
introduction of a 15c levy on plastic bags in line with the experience in Ireland. Unfortunately, Judy Edwards, 
the minister of the day, in response to parliamentary questions from me, advised that the Environment Protection 
and Heritage Council would write to the National Packaging Covenant Council of federal and state territory 
governments and to the 535 companies that the organisation had set up to reduce the amount of packaging of 
waste. The minister had urged the council to provide a national uniform response to the issue of plastic bags, but 
the state government identified that, due to national competition policy, which I found to be an interesting point, 
legislation could not be introduced in Western Australia to deal with plastic bags. I hope that the opinions have 
now somewhat altered. 

As some of my colleagues in this place will remember—some of them do and some of them do not because I 
have done a bit of a straw poll—in 2004 I presented to this chamber 34 calico bags that were screen-printed by 
teens in the Pilbara as their attempt to encourage this place to take on the battle with the scourge of plastic bags.  

Hon Liz Behjat interjected. 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: All of us who live and travel throughout the north west—that applies to my 
colleagues in the Mining and Pastoral Region—will know the visual effect of plastic bags and the problems we 
have with restricting their movement to landfill sites. But we do not often consider the impact of plastic bags on 
wildlife. Interestingly, the honourable member said earlier that plastics bags were not seen to be a problem, but if 
we look at the morbidity of turtles, we find that turtles think that plastic bags are jellyfish and ingest them. That 
is one of the principal reasons for the early demise of turtles. I think that the honourable member is correct in 
saying that obviously discarded fishing nets, which are an incredible problem in our marine environment, are a 
significant problem. However, we must not dismiss the problem of plastic bags on the basis that they do not kill 
as many marine animals as do discarded fishing nets. 

Ireland introduced the “plastax” on 4 March 2002. It immediately led to a $3.45 million increase in state 
revenue. That was in 2002, so if we do the multiplication, we can see that that had a good impact. It certainly 
caused a marked reduction in plastic bags to the point at which the plastic bag industry, which is a multinational 
industry basically owned offshore, started lobbying the Irish government to remove the tax, but the Irish 
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government did not. I am not worried whether we have a ban through this bill or whether we introduce a levy. 
What we have to do is stop consumption and waste. That is what this is about. It is not about whether a plastic 
bag is better than a calico bag or a cardboard box; it is about consumerism. It is about our continued expansion 
of use and waste. Those are the core reasons that we look to minimise waste. I will give members some statistics 
in a moment, but we have to remember that, although some of us may or may not support the use of plastic bags, 
Roy Morgan surveys have indicated that 79 per cent of Australians support a plastic bag tax or a ban on the use 
of plastic bags and that these proactive strategies be encouraged and supported by the general populace. 

In 2002, both federal and state governments committed under a voluntary code of practice to a 50 per cent 
recycling reduction target for lightweight plastic bags by 2004–05. The 2004–05 period has passed and all we 
have done since the introduction of that voluntary code is increase the number of plastic bags that are used. It is 
interesting to note that when we agreed to that voluntary code at both state and federal levels—it was a state 
Labor government and a federal Liberal government—we were to completely phase out plastic bags by 2008. It 
is now 2010 and I understand that people can still get plastic bags! That is really interesting. The commitment of 
state and federal governments on this subject is, as usual, absolutely nothing more than whitewash and abysmal. 

Plastic checkout bags are a national nuisance. They are a threat to the environment and a major problem for 
landfill facilities. They are difficult to control and deal with in landfill. They are not readily recyclable because 
of contamination and those sorts of issues. Let us get an idea of the number of plastic bags we use. Australians 
currently use more than seven billion plastic checkout bags every year. We use a plastic bag for a minute but it 
may last for hundreds of years. Bags kill an estimated 100 000 marine animals and birds every year. Every 
second, 270 plastic bags enter Australian landfills and the environment. Less than three per cent of plastic bags 
used at checkouts are recycled, and Australia imports more than four billion plastic bags to be used at checkouts 
every year. Over 50 per cent of plastic bags that we use in Australia are manufactured overseas. Plastic bags add 
approximately $173 million a year to the national grocery bill. That figure is based on old statistics, so I would 
expect it to be around $200 million now. The average Australian uses 345 plastic bags a year, which is getting 
close to one every day. If we keep that up, the average Australian will throw away 25 000 plastic bags in his or 
her lifetime. Many of these bags will still be around when our great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-
great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-
great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-grandchildren arrive. 

Plastic bag litter causes many problems. Bags get caught in fences, they block drains, they trap birds and, when 
eaten, they kill livestock. Interestingly, the pastoral industry loses cattle to plastic bags. A range of problems are 
caused by plastic bags. They even cause motor racing accidents at Mount Panorama! A car was actually disabled 
and crashed into the wall because of a plastic bag. They are a massive problem.  

Hon Ljiljanna Ravlich: I nearly swallowed one swimming in Bali! 

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Coles Bay in Tasmania was Australia’s first plastic bag-free town. That town has 
stopped the use of more than 350 000 bags a year. Eighty million plastic bags litter our beaches, streets and parks 
every year. Local and state governments spend over $200 million a year picking up plastic bags. Almost half the 
windborne litter escaping from landfills is plastic bags. The amount of petroleum used to make one plastic bag 
can drive a car about 115 metres. The amount of petroleum used to make Australia’s seven billion bags would 
drive a car around the world about 20 000 times. What an absolute waste of really valuable resource to make 
plastic bags. 

Australian retailers—again, this was the edict signed by the state and federal governments—were to have until 
December 2004 to reduce their consumption of plastic bags used at checkouts by 25 per cent. That was to rise to 
50 per cent by 2005. Deja vu! Been there, done that and nothing happened. In our own neck of the woods, 
especially for those people in the Mining and Pastoral Region, we have a shining example of how to deal with 
plastic bags, and that is the town of Port Hedland. It suffered the scourge of windblown plastic bags for many, 
many years. The town of Port Hedland, with the support of the Care for Hedland Environmental Association, 
was commended for being one of the leading 10 local authorities in Australia for its involvement in reduction 
strategies in the use of plastic bags, covered by the BagSmart program.  

The issue is broadly supported throughout the community. A number of people in the entertainment industry 
have made a number of statements about plastic bags. I would like to read some of those. Dannii Minogue says 
that everyone needs to shop but it does not have to cost the earth. She said — 

After you unpack your groceries at home, make sure you put your reusable bag straight back in your 
car. That way you won’t forget it next time you go shopping.  

Our friend Dr Karl, author and science personality, said — 

My main problem with plastic bags is that you use them only once and then throw them away. What a 
waste.  
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Tim Webster, Channel 10’s Sports Tonight presenter, said — 

Please buy the reusable bags Coles, Safeway and Woolies are distributing and reuse them. The plastic 
bags are convenient, sure, but let’s not let convenience outweigh responsibility.  

Many other people have made telling statements. Ron Clarke, former Olympian and mayor of the Gold Coast 
City Council, said — 

The momentum has never been greater for communities to take action against plastic bags. We all need 
to do as much as we can to reduce the seven billion checkout bags used in Australia every year.  

Many others have made similar statements.  

As I said, the Greens will be supporting the bill before us. We should have a debate on whether plastic bags 
should be banned or whether a levy should be introduced but those issues have been widely canvassed before.  

Hon Donna Faragher: What’s your preference?  

Hon ROBIN CHAPPLE: Our preference would be for a levy. Having said that, the key issue is that we have an 
immense problem in front of us. It needs to be dealt with. I do not care whether it is this piece of legislation or a 
levy; let us get rid of plastic bags. From my perspective, when I am driving around my electorate on the way to 
Broome or wherever, I see more flying plastic bags than birds these days. That is a terrible indictment on the 
way we treat our environment in Australia. On the strength of that, I articulate that we will be supporting this 
legislation because it is necessary, it is needed now and it is the start of getting responsibility into the community 
and the government to deal with waste.  

HON DONNA FARAGHER (East Metropolitan — Minister for Environment) [11.19 am]: We have only a 
couple of minutes left but I rise to start my contribution to the Plastic Shopping Bags (Waste Avoidance) Bill 
2010. I presume that we will come back to this at another point. I say at the outset that the government and I as 
minister recognise the impact of all forms of litter on our environment, and that includes plastic bags. In the case 
of the bill that is before us, and as has been mentioned by other speakers, plastic bags—large and small, thick 
and thin—can impact on our environment and be unsightly, as Hon Robin Chapple mentioned in his closing 
remarks. In saying that, in the context of this bill, I think it is also important to look at the estimates of plastic 
bag litter and how they vary across Australia. Plastic bags contribute to somewhere between less than one per 
cent to two per cent of the litter stream. It is important that, whilst obviously we need to deal with this bill, we do 
not look at plastic bags in isolation of other litter. Indeed, it is a simple fact and reality that cigarette butts are the 
biggest offenders when it comes to litter. As we know, a lit cigarette flicked into some bushland by a careless 
person has additional and sometimes very dangerous consequences, particularly during the bushfire season. I do 
not raise that lightly, but that is an issue with respect to litter. There are other forms of litter such as cans, paper 
and other plastics.  

Debate adjourned, pursuant to temporary orders. 
 


