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PACKAGING WASTE 
Grievance 

MR J.N. HYDE (Perth) [9.09 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for the Environment.  I wish to bring to her 
attention the failure of self-regulation in curtailing packaging waste.  On 19 September 2002, I grieved to the 
minister about container deposit legislation and plastic bag use.  Some two years later, the community has 
embraced this Government’s excellent moves to cut shopping bag use and limit drink container use.  Today my 
focus is on the obscenity of big bulky packaging, foam and plastics.  We are being overserviced with non-
biodegradable packaging waste whether it be for a new kettle, a very cheap television or even basic office 
equipment.  A big block of foam padding makes a TV or kettle appear bigger in the box than a basic protective 
shield or even recycled newspaper; yet our landfill and our expensive diesel garbage trucks, which require 
expensive manpower and incur other associated costs, are being clogged up as a result of packaging waste.  

The National Packaging Covenant tries to make the market force noises that self-regulation is the best solution.  
However, as we have seen with attempts to reduce the number of plastic shopping bags, nothing works like 
direct government action.  Until we convince the entire packaging industry to legally accept that they have life-
cycle responsibility for their packaging, real reductions will not happen.  I wish to illustrate the problem in 
Western Australia by referring to the solution in Thailand, particularly because it is a developing nation.  Unless 
we take a global perspective or even become familiar with market forces in Asia, we might be conned into 
believing what some Australian business advocates say when they complain that it actually costs more to take 
environmentally responsible action aimed at decreasing waste.  Let us contrast the reaction by the magnificent 
Thai Rak Thai Government of Thaksin Shinawatra with that of the response of the Australian federal 
Government.  Thailand’s first packaging waste management law is being drafted to address increasing volumes 
of packaging waste in that country.  Rangsan Pinthong, director of the pollution control department waste 
minimisation division, is aiming to have the law drafted by a team from the excellent sustainability people at 
Chulalongkorn University and tabled for a public hearing in September this year.  The Thais generate 
14.5 million tonnes of garbage a year but 30 per cent of that garbage is packaging waste.  The volume of garbage 
rises by one per cent to two per cent each year.  Plastic and foam are still the main materials being used by 
packaging manufacturers worldwide.  The figures in Thailand have been increasing, as they are in Australia, 
despite voluntary antifoam campaigns by retailers. 

The regulation in Thailand is designed to encourage manufacturers and product distributors to cut back on 
packaging materials that are difficult to dispose of, and to take back their packaging.  The Thai Government 
offers tax relief and investment incentives for operators to take responsibility for their packaging.  Meanwhile, 
consumers will be required to sort plastic bags and foam cartons for recycle and reuse.  Packaging regulations in 
European countries, the United States and Japan have been used as models for the Thai packaging waste 
management law; yet here in Australia we limp along believing that last century’s concept - a packaging 
covenant - will actually work.  However, Qwanruedee Chotichanathawewong, director of the Thailand 
Environment Institute’s industrial environment program has also noted that voluntary measures do not work.  
Ittipol Srisaowalak of Chulalongkorn University’s faculty of law suggested that the pollution department 
strengthen and integrate existing waste management regulations and laws rather than draft a new one.  I raise this 
because I know that our State is hamstrung by the original packaging covenant signed by the previous coalition 
Government.  Therefore, the minister’s ability to draft a conflicting state law may be compromised, and I accept 
that.  However, existing regulations might provide a way to achieve real waste minimisation.  The Thai 
University people said that compulsory regulations must be imposed on goods producers and packaging 
manufacturers if there is any chance of reducing packaging waste.  Excise tax on packaging waste was one of the 
suggestions because that direct hip-pocket focus would lead to a reduction of packaging materials used by the 
goods manufacturers.   

We need to pressure the federal Government to produce a firm timetable to reduce plastic and foam waste by 10 
to 20 per cent a year.  We need to set deadlines for packaging users so that penalties will be imposed if these 
realistic waste reductions are not achieved.  Consumers are paying twice through their local councils for 
packaging waste: firstly, when they buy the product and provide profit for the retailer and producer and, 
secondly, when they pay their rubbish rates for road, infrastructure and sustainability costs to dispose of the 
packaging.  However, the producers of the waste bear none of those costs.  In fact, they are encouraged to 
produce cheap and nasty packaging by not having life-cycle responsibility for it.  A developing country such as 
Thailand can see the need for waste reduction.  Rivers and once beautiful canals have made Bangkok the Venice 
of the east.  They are choked with the detritus of consumerism.  The Swan River and our wetlands are not yet 
victims to the same extent.  We have the capacity to ensure that they never are.  Although packaging producers 
should have life-cycle responsibility for their products, we, as Parliamentarians, cannot escape the fact that we 
have life-cycle responsibility for our planet.  Minister, sustainability is non-negotiable.  
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DR J.M. EDWARDS (Maylands - Minister for the Environment) [9.16 am]:  I thank the member for Perth for 
his grievance.  It is interesting to learn of Thailand’s intention regarding the introduction of its first packaging 
laws to cope with what the member has described as an increase in volume of waste that is having a nasty impact 
on the environment.  However, I understand that Thailand does not have kerbside recycling, and that its 
packaging waste is mainly plastic and foam.  The regulations sound interesting.  When they have been 
implemented, I will be interested to hear from the member exactly what effect they have on practices.  As the 
member pointed out, Australia has chosen a voluntary process to address packaging waste.  The National 
Packaging Covenant was signed in August 1999 by Australian and New Zealand environment and conservation 
ministers, local government and a broad range of industries.  It now has more than 600 industry signatories 
nationwide.  The member pointed out some issues with the covenant, in that it is a self-regulatory agreement 
between industries, the packaging chain and all spheres of Government.  It is based on principles of shared 
responsibility through product stewardship, and is applied throughout the packaging chain from raw material 
suppliers to retailers and, ultimately, to the disposal of waste packaging.  I understand and accept the member’s 
comments about its voluntary nature.  However, it has been a good starting point.  Although Thailand’s 
regulations focus on the manufacturer, the covenant has a much broader focus than that and involves retailers 
such as Coles-Myer, Bunnings and Woolworths.  All those three major companies, for example, and a lot of 
smaller ones are now reducing plastic bag usage as one area of environmental impact.  I am informed that 
Bunnings is purchasing materials for sale with recycled content from kerbside items.  I was recently at Ikea, 
which has banned the use of plastic bags and is now seriously looking at how it packages its own products.  It 
has found not only quite a lot of slightly unexpected savings, but also those that the member for Perth pointed 
out.  If goods can be packaged more simply where they are manufactured in recycled material - they are using 
recycled cardboard, and things like that - they can be stacked more easily and, as a result, less space is wasted in 
the trucks.  They worked through some quite interesting sustainability equations.  There are lessons for all of us 
in addressing this issue.   

As the member pointed out, Western Australia cannot alone make changes to packaging requirements and 
management practices.  The national competition policy precludes this.  The other problem is that the majority of 
our packaging comes from interstate and overseas.  As such, we need to work together as one nation rather than 
work too much as separate States.  The covenant has achieved one of its aims; namely, to increase the amount of 
material collected through kerbside collections from households.  In fact, in addition, as a result of the pressures 
from the covenant, for the first time, many of the industry’s signatories now have packaging reduction on their 
corporate agenda.  At the request of industry, the covenant is backed up by national environmental protection 
measures.  This occurs in Western Australia through regulations under the national Environmental Protection 
Act.  The covenant has a lifespan of five years and was due to expire in 2004.  A number of recent reviews have 
recommended its extension, but only if it is made stronger.  Just two months ago, when environment ministers 
met, they agreed to extend the covenant until April 2005 to allow more time in which to discuss how it will be 
strengthened.  We are looking at practices in Western Australia.  We have really tried to go out of our way to 
talk to local government through the Western Australian Local Government Association to get its input, because 
it had some dissatisfaction with the whole process. 

There is general agreement that the covenant should be kept, with amendments that include the strengthening of 
the strategic framework; a greater focus on extended producer responsibility; the strengthening of action plans 
and reports; the strengthening of the regulatory net - the national environmental protection measure; and the 
adoption by industry of environmentally focused performance goals, actions and key performance indicators.  
We are also looking at how we can get further collection points at public places, workplaces and commercial and 
industrial premises, as well as at the kerbside for households.  In addition, we are looking at extending the scope 
to include distribution packaging and litter.  With all of this, there needs to be very good consultation so that all 
the players are in the one cart and on board. 

The Waste Management Board of Western Australia sees the negotiations on the covenant as a priority.  Funding 
has been set aside for that.  In addition, grants totalling approximately $650 000 have been allocated in Western 
Australia to improve kerbside recycling.  This includes a study of the transport economics of recycling statewide, 
the introduction of recycling in Port Hedland, and audits of recycling and waste material.   

It is at times a difficult and controversial issue.  However, a lot of work is being done by the Environment 
Protection and Heritage Council, which is the forum for all Australia’s environment ministers.  Just recently we 
have looked at measures we can take as a nation with the recycling of white goods, electrical goods and other 
more troublesome products such as tyres.  We have definitely been pressing the federal Government.  Indeed, in 
some ways the federal minister ducks when he sees the Western Australians coming, because we have been 
taking a very active interest in this waste area.  Ultimately, it will be all parts of the community working 
together, focused on sustainability, that will deliver the best outcome. 
 


