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[bookmark: _Int_prcpxrsL]Seeing through plastic:
 Can toxic plastic economies become transparent through policy? 
A call for policy makers to extend reporting on plastic bag sales in the UK.
Plastic waste has become a very visually disturbing part of the climate crisis, this seen crisis in the environment has hidden consequences which have become ever more transparent to the everyday lived experience of the global population. Especially since the discovery of the five plastic gyres in the oceans. Plastic breaks down into micro plastics and is a long chain molecule that is poisonous, so even if broken down to the point of invisibility in the environment the toxic problem will still exist. This is an issue that will affect the very ability of human life on earth to survive. What is the responsibility of the policy makers to now see through the journey, of the plastic bag to its economical end of life?
“However much they differ, all plastics have one thing in common:
they are polymers, which is Greek for “many parts.” They are
substances made up of long chains of thousands of atomic units
called monomers (Greek for “one part”) linked into giant molecules.
Polymer molecules are absurdly huge compared to the tidy, compact
molecules of a substance like water, with its paltry one oxygen and
two hydrogen atoms. Polymer molecules can contain tens of thousands
of monomers” (Susan Freinkel . Plastic: a toxic love story, 2011). 
[bookmark: _Int_ySCmBmNX][bookmark: _Int_b6PvCmBY][bookmark: _Int_KSnCnUTc][bookmark: _Int_KrVtFaVn][bookmark: _Int_ahFNL73m]In 2015 the SUCB (Single Use Carrier Bag) levy came into force for large business (over 250 employees), in Wales which then rolled out to the UK. Ireland had already become the first European nation to introduce the levy with promising results. These SUCB’s are lightweight polyethylene. The statistics globally show that countries with good waste infrastructure are more able to deal with plastic bags through already established waste streams. These countries are more likely to introduce taxes and levies. (Tobias Dan Nielsen, Karl Holmberg, Johannes Stripple. Need a bag. 2019). Countries without such robust waste infrastructure are less able to deal with waste created by plastic bags and ‘single use’ plastic. Which is why some of these countries have adopted outright bans. The debate of enforcement rages on. The Uk has ruled out a ban. (Defra 2018). Policy aims to eradicate SUCBs (Single Use Carrier Bag). 
[bookmark: _Int_V8SlrDvP][bookmark: _Int_61LcojEd][bookmark: _Int_dOx4bxIr][bookmark: _Int_1c8pTumd][bookmark: _Int_QaFkuKAb][bookmark: _Int_pnGhpurz][bookmark: _Int_RMMcyJ8t][bookmark: _Int_RwtSLjFl]In the first year after the policy of a ‘levy’ was brought into place the UK announced a 90% reduction in SUCBs (Single Use Carrier Bag) being used. Although this seems brilliant news for the world's oceans and life itself, it is also an overly optimistic view of the actual effect of the current policy in the Uk, of the economy of plastic bags. Other countries in the EU have also been criticised for having overly optimistic reports such as “Denmark and Finland,” (Tobias Dan Nielsen, Karl Holmberg, Johannes Stripple. Need a bag, chapter: reported effects. 2019). Reducing the use of SUCBs has led to a decrease in seen litter, SUCBs being discarded into the environment. (WRAP, Welsh government social research 2019) a decrease in costs associated with littering is detailed with all other comparative costs gathered from transparent reporting of sales within big business in the Uk. Reduced costs are minimal, monies raised from levies are decreasing as the business move to ‘sustainable’ bags for life models. Consumers are left unaware that now the levy is not necessary or enforced through policy, now the monies raised fuel profit margins for the business itself, through the increase in sales for bags for life (Defra 2018).
Policy in the Uk advises that levies collected for SUCB’s are given to charities. (Government legislation). Businesses are expected as part of the current policy to be transparent in their reporting of sales regarding SUCBs. Keeping financial records for 3 years. Powers of enforcement exist with local government being responsible for monitoring. Billions of pounds have been raised despite the amount sold being less than in previous years when SUCBs were part of the price of goods. Are big business now making a billion-pound profit in the unscrupulous sale of ‘stronger’ more sustainable plastic bags for life and moving straight through a reporting loophole within the policy. Can policy ask for transparency for all plastic bag sales in the UK?
[bookmark: _Int_cRM9TnU9][bookmark: _Int_xyCyStSF][bookmark: _Int_NH5xtdpU][bookmark: _Int_GjIGbHwC]These bags for life are often a stronger, thicker more durable plastic. With plastic exponentially increasing in the environment. Is there a pending problem of a stronger kind around the corner with only 20% of consumers saying that they have returned a bag for life to the supermarket to be recycled and replaced. Although 74% of consumers are aware of the recycling schemes for bags for life. (Defra infographic. 2018). The weekly grocery shop is the place where the biggest change has been seen in the way in which the consumer uses reusable bags, the consumers have moved away from SUCBs (Single Use Carrier Bag) with sales plummeting. This is credited to changing consumer values and behaviours that could be said to be linked to the removal of these SUCBs by big business for sale at point of checkout. Bags for life being put in place instead. With the average household consuming approximately 1 bag for life a week, (WRAP) coinciding with the weekly shop. Is this a reduction in bags or a reduction in reporting?
[bookmark: _Int_3kZ1fr1S]At the present time the focus within the policy has been on the consumer, the policy relies on the consumer for a cultural shift away from disposable bags towards a more sustainable model. Unfortunately, there is no data to uphold that plastic bags for life at least 80% of them are not being treated as disposable. Because the corporations the retailers do not have to report on the amount of these bags being sold and are not expected to be transparent with the monies raised. So, for policy makers it is an almost invisible plastic bag crisis now in circulation. Defra estimate a 2% rise a year on bags for life use using wraps research which estimates each household to buy 57 bags for life annually. 
[bookmark: _Int_rWDERyzX][bookmark: _Int_fhqs35ck]“The continuous flow of oil fuelled not just cars, but an
entire culture based on the consumption of new products made of
plastics.” (Susan Freinkel . Plastic: a toxic love story, 2011).

[bookmark: _Int_zTK5Mfsk][bookmark: _Int_yMbhXeh6][bookmark: _Int_PYDAYTrK][bookmark: _Int_84QrO8ql]Business have shown incredible adaptability in the way they negotiate the levy. With the co-op stopping the sale of all plastic bags except for compostable ones which can then be used as caddy liners for food waste. Morrisons adopting a paper bag policy, changes which may or may not be more sustainable, paper bags need to be used 3 times on average to offset their carbon from the production process. These adaptations dispel the need for transparency within the business as they are considered to have no SUCBs to report on. The cost is transferred to the consumer again through a levy which needs not be in place, if it is only in place for SUCBs, business show their strength by now taking advantage of the levy and charging customers where no extra charge used to exist. Bags within these businesses just moved from a product of loss to a product of gain, through policy. 
Surveys conducted by (Welsh government 2016) suggest the two main reasons for not re using a bag for life is forgetting to take it from home and a spontaneous shopping trip where it was not known a bag would be needed. If policy moves to include all bags for life in reporting a clearer view may be had of the overall effect of the policy in the UK.
[bookmark: _Int_shcArqXi][bookmark: _Int_AmHVLtx8][bookmark: _Int_3Bvyt3B1][bookmark: _Int_YXdBW8Tb][bookmark: _Int_dM1j5eut]The data now suggests that small business account for twice as many SUCBs (Single Use Carrier Bag) being generated than the big business. Policy is moving towards the regulation of SUCB’s within these business with the levy coming into force, all money is to go back into business to help counter effects it could entail, administration costs, and what can be used as a more acceptable form of bag? If bags for life are sold and replaced for free in the supermarkets, big business, how will it work in small business. New markets are expected to emerge here. Monies from the levy here should help to reduce costs for these small businesses. This is a positive continuation and recommendation by Defra but falls short in continuing the pressure upon big business, to continue a drive to an ecological goal of net zero. Monetary gain through this new market is billions of dollars. It is simple products like these that drive whole markets and fossil fuel consumption.
[bookmark: _Int_xgh8ic1a]Big Business have responded by creating a market for bags for life ranging from the thicker more durable type of plastic bag to cotton, jute, and woven plastic bags. The production of these is more intensive, and to offset a cotton bag it would need to be used 125 times compared to the 6 times needed for a plastic bag for life. There has been an increase in the use of so-called bags for life. Business do not have to keep any data records on the sale of bags considered to be bags for life. The main trend is that these bags are made of a more durable plastic than their counterparts SUCB’s lightweight polyethylene. This durability is considered a sustainable choice, with a higher cost environmentally in the production process than SUCBs, although if a stronger plastic bag for life is used 6 times or more and recycled correctly, they theoretically should be more sustainable. It seems though that the end of life for this bag is still unseen in the data, with bags left at home and more of them accumulating in people's homes at a rate of approximately 57 new bags for life a year per household. (Wrap) What is the waste issue of the future that these bags are creating now? Wrap say that this is the most important part of this bags lifecycle that needs to be addressed. 
[bookmark: _Int_QZnwS4NO][bookmark: _Int_gfo2O9hW]“The amount of plastic the world consumes annually has steadily
risen over the past seventy years, from almost nil in 1940 to closing in
on six hundred billion pounds today. We became plastic people really
just in the space of a single generation. In 1960, the average American
consumed about thirty pounds of plastic products. Today, we’re each
consuming more than three hundred pounds of plastics a year, generating more than three hundred billion dollars in sales. Considering
that lightning-quick ascension, one industry expert declared plastics”
“one of the greatest business stories of the twentieth century.” (Susan Freinkel . Plastic: a toxic love story, 2011). 
[bookmark: _Int_70vmtCO5]With the emphasis in current policy being on SUCBs and an increasing reduction in the uses of these. To keep up with market trends, relying on the consumer to keep a bag for life is not necessarily going to make sure that bags for life do not become the new disposable bag (discover wildlife) creating a more durable issue within global environmental concerns. If the policy can incorporate ongoing research in the move to these bags for life by introducing record keeping for all plastic bag sales in big business, it can continue to have the already seen positive effect. Research can be more robust; data can reflect the actual effects of the policy. Business having transparent reporting systems on bag policies gives a more accurate view of the plastic bag economy. 
[bookmark: _Int_anM0rT7c][bookmark: _Int_wDLVLZML]The monies gained and the levy's direction, could be reconsidered as currently the lowest amount given has been to environmental causes, (Defra) it can be argued that consumers chose where the monies raised went, to local charities. But if the move of the big business is to create a new market for a more durable product and avoid any obligation of levy's taken being donated to causes, then the policy of a levy becomes an unfair advantage within markets and protects the big business new interest. It is assumed that SMEs will struggle with this policy more with less funds to draw from in implementing a new strategy and so money will return to them. The consumer is paying the price for the loss of the SUCB paying a high price to retailers, big business who have moved to bags for life. The consumer believes this levy is monitored and controlled by government, which it was while regulating SUCBs, now all monies raised in big business will fuel profit for big business leaving consumers out of pocket and eventually when true costs of bags for life are realised, government will pay the price too with future needs not being met as sustainable policy. It is too much risk to allow these bags to become the new normal in the Uk, with production costs so much higher, it could be said that the whole policy has had a negative effect on reducing plastic and waste in the environment. Not all bags are created equally. To see the policy through to the end of unnecessary plastic, to reach targets and produce more accurate data. Policy makers have a responsibility to adjust policy to have the original desired effect in the real world. This is a case where adaptability by business needs to be met with a demand for more transparency in record keeping making sure that ongoing policy is fit for purpose.
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Relevant hyperlinks: Evidence Used.
No 1:  https://www.legislation.gov.uk/wsi/2010/2880/contents/made 
No 2:  https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/62/environmental-audit-committee/ 
No 3: https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-research/2019-07/160314-post-implementation-review-single-use-carrier-bag-charge-en.pdf
No 4: https://wrap.org.uk/blog/2021/05/bags-life-or-are-they#:~:text=If%20it's%20a%20bag%20for,can%20be%20recycled%20at%20home. 
No 5: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/carrier-bag-charges-retailers-responsibilities 
No 6: https://consult.defra.gov.uk/environmental-quality/extending-the-single-use-bags-charge/supporting_documents/carrierbagsconsultia.pdf 
No 7: https://wrap.org.uk/blog/2022/05/uniting-business-leaders-halfway-point-our-plastic-challenge 
No 8: https://wrap.org.uk/sites/default/files/styles/wysiwyg_thumbnail/public/2021-05/DEFRA-Plastic-Bag-infographic-March-2021-D5-Part-1.png?itok=JmUAzKPW 
No 9: https://www.discoverwildlife.com/news/bags-for-life-exacerbating-the-plastic-problem/ 
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