Information Sheet on Supermarket Bags

Supermarket Bags-

· 8,000 tonnes of Supermarket bags are used in NZ each year – which equates to approximately I billion bags (PNZ, 2002).

· Plastic offers superior hygiene and product protection and enables reuse and recycling with minimal resource use.  

· Supermarket bags 0.25% of 3.2million tonnes of rubbish entering NZ landfills (PNZ, 2002).

· Australia reports bags make up 2% of litter (Nolan ITU, 2002).

· 18% of plastic packaging is recycled in New Zealand (Australia 16%  and  Ireland 3%) (PNZ, 2002, Australian Environment & Heritage Council, 2002).

· 60% of plastic recycling in New Zealand is commercial film – there is concern that biodegradable plastics could contaminate a highly successful part of our recycling industry (PNZ, 2002).

· Supermarket bags are 18mu thick (PNZ, 2002).

· They can be made containing recycled plastic - If made from fully recycled plastic they must be thicker at 30mu (PNZ, 2002).

· It is estimated that 80% of bags are reused (PNZ,2002).

· Levies on supermarket bags in Ireland resulted in a 50% increase in purchase of heavier weight bin liners (PACIA, 2002).

· 90% of supermarket bags are imported (PNZ, 2002).

· The bags are currently fully recyclable HDPE (2) – except Foodstuffs epi bags which should be disposed of to landfill.

· HDPE (2) bags can be distinguished by their crinkly feel.

· The main barrier to recycling is rubbish contamination—eg: dockets & food scraps.

· Plastics New Zealand Inc donates 50,000 rubbish bags to NZ boaties each year to help prevent marine litter.

Biodegradables —

Research is currently being undertaken to establish Australian (New Zealand) standards for biodegradable plastics until then you must very carefully consider:

· How will the bag be disposed of?

· Has the product been tested against standards to ensure the disposal route is appropriate and is environmentally sustainable?

· How will the bag be labelled?

· What advice will you give on disposal?

· What are your customers expectations?  Is there sufficient information provided on the bag?

· Will the bags contaminate plastic recycling?  – how will this be prevented?    

· What recovery systems are in place — landfill, composting?

It is important that until Australian New Zealand standards are established you carefully consider all these factors to ensure you select the product with the best social, economic and environmental outcomes.  For a technical report which sets out the advantages and disadvantages of biodegradable plastics please go to www.ea.gov.au/industry/waste/ieu/biodegradable/chapter12.html
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