MORE REPLIES FROM RETAILERS, MARCH 08

I wrote to local store and supermarket managers + head offices of Boots, WH Smith, M&S, Sainsburys, Waitrose, John Lewis, Tesco, and Asda in February and the replies trickled in over the next few weeks, sometimes from surprisingly senior people, not just their Customer Service departments. 
I know, because we now exchange ideas and news on an e-forum, that other plastic bag campaigners are also writing letters, and I think they are having a cumulative effect. We are, after all, consumers as well as campaigners, and stores do react to consumer demand and concerns, albeit slowly sometimes. The “Ban the Bags” campaign in The Daily Mail inspired my timing and may well be having an effect too.
Good(ish) news highlighted.
MM, Towards a Plastic-Bag-Free Kingston

First reply was an email from Boots:
 
Thank you for your letter relating to plastic bags.

Banning plastic bags outright is not as straightforward as it may sound as customers need a mechanism of transporting items home that they have purchased and not all customers currently use a bag for life. As you have correctly pointed out there are also issues with the alternatives such as paper bags.

Boots are taking the issue of plastic bags seriously and are on track with meeting the voluntary commitment that we signed in February 2007. We are currently looking at potential reduction targets after Dec 2008 which was the end date for the initial 25 % voluntary commitment. We are pursuing many different initiatives to determine the optimum methods to reduce the impact of bags. 

As a starting point all our bags have printed text to promote the customer behaviour of Reduce, Reuse, Recycle.  Some of the Boots bags also contain an element of post consumer recycled polyethylene to minimise the amount of virgin plastic being used.

Potential future legislative measures in the UK surrounding plastic bags are unclear but Boots are being proactive to reduce the impact of the bags. In Ireland when the bag tax was introduced, the sales of bin liners suddenly increased so plastic was still being used but it was being paid for instead of being given free. 

Therefore plastic bags are often reused, typically as bin liners or for other applications and are not always discarded immediately. Boots have developed a reusable 'Gorgeous' cotton bag for life which has been recently trialled. We are pleased to say that the pilot trials were very successful and as a result will be rolled-out to other stores on a larger scale in the next few months. 

I will talk to the project manager to see if the Kingston Boots store can be included in the next stage of the roll-out and we will be pleased to send you free one of the new Gorgeous reusable cotton bags. These bags are high quality products and attractively priced at only ?3 with all profits going to key Cancer charities.

The issue of bags needs to be considered in the wider context. The evidence shows that plastic bags contribute to a very minor amount of litter / waste in the environment but it is perceived as an example of our disposable society.

As an example, other less targeted areas are daily papers which generate lots of waste. In addition having car tyres pumped up to the correct pressures will greatly improve the environment as cars will be more efficient.

I hope you will recognise from the above information given that Boots are taking the issue of bags very seriously.

Kind regards

Dr Steve Owen
Technical Consultant
Boots Quality and CSR Dept
Next was a letter from Waitrose, dated 4th March.

The one from Marks & Spencer, the Chairman and Chief Executive’s Office, dated 10 March: 
Telling me all about their Plan A and their “brand new carrier bag made from 100% post consumer waste”. They believe that engaging “our customers in reducing their own carrier bag usage” and a gradual approach will be successful, but have passed on my suggestions – for higher charges than the planned 5p or a complete ban – to their policy team.

…and from Sainsbury’s Chief Executive, Justin King, a letter dated 13 March:
Extracts: “[Carrier bags] were introduced in the early 1970s and customers have become used to receiving them…At the moment the majority [of our customers] tell us that they do not want to be charged for a bag when shopping…” [surprise, surprise!] …we use proportionally fewer bags than any other major supermarket and have the most comprehensive range of ‘Bags for Life’. All the free bags in Sainsbury’s have been made from 33% plastic and10% chalk since 2006. [What’s the rest then??] This will save 6,500 tonnes of plastic raw material every year (equivalent to 53,500 barrels of oil… In April we are introducing the ‘Bag with more bottle’ which is made of recycled plastic bottles. We gave away 15 million of our ‘Bags for Life’ last year… and we estimate we issued 100 million fewer carrier bags in 2007 than in 2006. From March 24 our checkout colleagues will ask customers whether they have their own bags and will make the appropriate recommendations to them… We will work hard to ensure that we make continued progress in this important area.
John Lewis, Kingston, phoned
On 14th March, I had a long phone call from a senior manager at the local John Lewis, and I can confirm that what he said was not mere green rhetoric – John Lewis does sell long-life bags, both hessian and tough plastic, displays them increasingly prominently, and their staff are very good at asking if customers want bags.
When I asked, he did say he would look into stocking starch-based bags for rubbish etc – as this is always an issue for consumers and some shops (see Boots’ response, above) use it to justify their plastic bags. Starch-based bags are not widely stocked and hard for consumers to find, so if Waitrose/John Lewis did stock them that would be very useful.

See also April 2008 letter from Director of Sainsbury’s Justin King at http://www.e-voice.org.uk/plasticbagfreekingston/assets/documents/letter-from-justin-king-of-sai/ 
