Examples of Bag levies and bans from the UK and around the world, 

from London Councils throw out shopping (TOS) bag ban/levy consultation, October 2007.
Ireland

In Ireland the Plastic Bag Environmental Levy was introduced on 4th March 2002. It is a

charge on plastic shopping bags that applies at the point of sale in shops, supermarkets,

service stations and all sales outlets. Retailers are required to pass on the full amount of

the levy as a charge to customers at the checkout. The initial charge was 15 Euro cents

per bag for carrying goods that are not exempt. Revenue generated from the Plastic Bag Environmental Levy goes into an Environmental Fund. This fund is used to support

waste management, litter and other environmental initiatives.

Prior to the introduction of the levy it was estimated that over 1.2 billion plastic bags were dispensed free of charge at retail outlets annually, equating to roughly 328 bags per inhabitant per year. Plastic bags accounted for approximately 5% of litter arisings prior to the introduction of the levy.

It is estimated that consumption of plastic bags has fallen by over 90% since the

introduction of the levy in March 2002, while receipts collected by the Revenue

Commissioners have realised over €80 million. Data from the National Litter Pollution

Monitoring System shows that in 2005 plastic bags constituted approximately 0.22% of

litter pollution nationally compared with 5% before the introduction of the levy. An Irish

national survey on the Environment “Attitudes and Actions 2003” found that 91% of those surveyed supported the Plastic Bag Levy.

Plastic bag manufacturers and distributors have said that the Irish scheme has led to

more plastic packaging and a huge increase in the use of paper bags. However, the

Attitudes and Actions survey indicated that 90% of shoppers use reusable/long life bags,

6% use cardboard boxes, 4 % plastic bags and 1% other means. In the grocery sector

disposable plastic bags have largely been replaced by reusable ‘long life’ shopping bags.

In the clothing and other sectors, higher quality plastic bags have in general been

replaced by high quality paper bags. It has been reported that sales of plastic bin liners

and nappy bags items have significantly increased following the introduction of the levy.

However, this does not appear to have negatively impacted on litter figures after the ban’s introduction, and bin liners are also less likely to end up in waterways compared with TOS bags.

Following the introduction of the levy there was an immediate decrease in plastic bag

usage from 328 bags per capita to 21. Subsequently there has been a gradual increase,

rising to 31 in 2006. To ensure that the levy’s effectiveness is maintained the levy was

increased to 22c,on 1st July 2007.
Scotland

The Environmental Levy on Plastic Bags (Scotland) Bill was introduced into the Scottish

Parliament in June 2005, but subsequently withdrawn. 
Exemptions from the levy: Smaller plastic bags that are used to store non-packaged goods; Smaller plastic bags that are used to store fresh meat, fish and poultry, both packaged and unpackaged; Bags for life costing more than 70 cent; Bags supplied to intending passengers in airports and ports and passengers on board commercial aircraft and ships; Items sold in the secure 'duty free' zone of airports in Ireland. 
The Bill would have required anyone who supplied certain plastic bags to a customer in

the course of business to charge the customer a levy of 10 pence per bag. The majority

of bags supplied by supermarkets, non-food stores, small retailers and other businesses

would have been subject to the levy. The levy would have been administered by local

authorities, who would have collected the levy from suppliers and spent the net amount

(after recovery of the authorities’ administrative costs) on environmental projects.

The Environment and Rural Development Committee looked at oral and written evidence

from a range of interested organisations and individuals in late 2005. The evidence

focused on whether imposing a levy on plastic bags would achieve its stated objectives

and whether it would have unintended consequences which might undermine or

contradict its potential benefits. Evidence to the Committee demonstrated that assessing

the expected impacts is very complex, and complicated by the fact that it is thought likely

that there will be some degree of compensatory shift towards greater use of paper bags.

As well as assessing the impact of the Bill on environmental objectives, the Committee

sought to assess its expected impact in relation to Consumers, Business and

Administration and enforcement of the levy by local authorities. In December 2005 the

Committee reported but did not make a final recommendation on the general principles of the Bill. The Committee sought further clarification on several points.

In September 2006 the Committee issued its final report and recommended that

Parliament did not agree to the introduction of a levy. The report stated that although

sympathetic to the aims of the Bill, the Committee was of the view that there would be a

number of unintended consequences likely to be connected with using a levy to achieve a large reduction in the number of single-use plastic bags issued at checkouts and that the net environmental impact of the levy is an issue of considerable dispute. The Committee also noted that integration of the aims of the Bill into a wider waste prevention strategy by the Executive would encourage development of such initiatives to reduce plastic bag use throughout the retail industry.

Modbury (England)

The small town of Modbury in Devon earlier this year saw its 43 retail traders introduce a

voluntary plastic bag ban, after wildlife photographer Rebecca Hosking showed them

footage of the damage plastic bags are doing to wildlife in the Pacific. It is the first town

in Europe to introduce a complete ban.

The town has introduced alternatives such as biopolymers, paper and cotton bags.

However, one retailer, the town’s deli, has seen the 200 or so plastic bags he used to

give out reduced to one or two corn starch bags, since most shoppers have changed to

bringing their own bags.
San Francisco

The city of San Francisco wished to reduce waste and litter from the 50 million bags used within the city each year. The aim was to encourage consumers to switch to more

sustainable reusable bags and to recycle the plastic bags they do use, rather than

disposing them to landfill.  Initially, a 17 cent tax was considered, however, early in 2007

the City decided to bring in a ban on plastic bags at checkouts initially of large

supermarkets followed by large chain pharmacies. Neighbouring Oakland voted for a

similar ban shortly afterwards.

Hong Kong

In Hong Kong in 2001, it was estimated that 27 million plastic shopping bags were

disposed of each day in Hong Kong (this is 9.5 billion per annum, which is approximately

4 bags per person per day). A scheme was implemented to encourage the reuse of

bags and to encourage customers to make environmentally friendly decisions and

purchases and retailers above a certain size are also prohibited from giving away free

bags. Together, these actions were intended to educate the public on making more

environmentally sensitive choices. A tax of 50 HK cents has now been proposed, as

the voluntary measures have only reduced use by approximately 20%.

Denmark

Denmark makes considerable use of economic instruments in managing non-hazardous

waste. A general tax on waste disposal was introduced in 1987 at a low level, rising

during the 1990s and from 1993 onwards being increasingly differentiated according to

the method of disposal with specific duties on a number of individual products (e.g. plastic bags, tyres, disposable tableware, rechargeable NiCd batteries, electric bulbs) or

materials, in addition to the general waste disposal tax. Unlike Ireland, in Denmark the

tax is payable by the retailers when they buy the bags, therefore, the costs can be

absorbed in the cost of products and, as such, consumer behaviour change is not the

direct target. However consumption of paper and plastic bags has declined by 66%

following the introduction of these measures.

Switzerland

A levy scheme already exists in Switzerland, where bags cost around 10p, but most

Swiss shoppers use their own reusable bags.
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