Plastic Bag Levy

The environmental levy on plastic bags is the first levy of its kind. It is designed to get people to make more environmentally friendly choices by encouraging them to use reusable bags. The levy applies to all bags made wholly or partly of plastic with specific exemptions set out in the legislation. Since its introduction on the 4 March 2002 the plastic bag levy has been an outstanding success. This initiative won the widespread support of the public and caught the imagination of people in many countries around the world. 

Effect of the Levy

Prior to the introduction of the levy it is 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. The fall in the consumption of plastic bags since March 2002 has been considerable with the reduction being estimated at over 90%, while receipts collected by the Revenue Commissioners have realised just over €79.7 million to date. But more importantly, as an awareness raising initiative and in influencing behavioural change by consumers, it has been invaluable. 

Litter problems in Ireland arising from plastic bag consumption
In line with economic growth, plastic bag consumption increased alarmingly in Ireland in the 1990s. Retail outlets placed no limits on the amount of bags consumers could use when doing their shopping. One of the most significant side effects of this trend was the careless disposal of plastic bags by consumers after use – a significant proportion of which ended up as highly visible components of litter.  Furthermore, because of their composition, nearly all plastic bags do not degrade. Thus, in addition to being highly visible because of the volumes being carelessly disposed, they also became highly persistent pollutants in urban, rural and coastal settings. This trend was also undermining Ireland’s clean, green image on which the Irish tourism industry depends.

Government action to tackle problem

In 1997 a new Coalition Government was elected in Ireland. The Programme for Government  contained committments to examine the  means of discouraging  the use of plastic bags. To provide sufficient information to facilitate effective action in this regard the Minister for the Environment and Local Government commissioned a Consultancy study in 1998 to identify and assess possible fiscal, regulatory or other measures that might be undertaken to minimise the use and environmental impact of plastic shopping bags.

The Study was published in 1999 . Having examined all of the various options, the consultants concluded that a levy was the most appropriate and effective means of minimising plastic bag consumption and thereby reducing consequential environmental problems. The consultancy study estimated that in excess of 1.2 billion plastic bags were dispensed free of charge at point of sale in retail outlets annually, equating to circa 350 bags/inhabitant/year – considered to be excessive and unnecessary. While the consultancy study recommended that a levy of 2-5 cents be applied per bag , the Minister considered that a 15c levy would be more effective. A public consultation process on the findings of the consultancy study was undertaken which indicated very strong public support for the introduction of a levy. Principle opposition was from the plastic industry, packaging importers/distributors, retail sector.

In 2000 Minister submitted proposal to Government recommending a 15 cent per bag levy – this was agreed by Government. Consultations on the practical implementation of the Government decision to introduce levy commenced with the various stakeholders i.e. manufacturers, importers/distributors, various retail sector umbrella groups. The Revenue Commissioners (the State tax collection agency) were also involved in the consultation talks.  The Department’s aim was to try and  introduce the levy  in the most cost effective, efficient and streamlined way possible. Initially, it was felt that the levy could be collected via the manufacturers (3 in country) and the packaging importers/distributors (circa 60 in country) – thereby minimising the number of parties responsible for making returns to the tax authorities – with the levy being passed on via the retailers to consumers at point of sale. However, difficulties arose re implementation mechanisms for collecting the levy in this way.  In 2001 revised proposals were put forward by the Department whereby retailers would be the parties responsible for submitting levy returns (30,000 retailers in country). This meant significant additional administrative implications for the Revenue Commissioners as collection agents. Primary legislation was passed in June 2001 (Waste Management (Amendment) Act 2001 ) enabling the introduction of levy via Regulations (Waste Management (Environmental Levy) (Plastic Bag) Regulations and providing for the establishment of a dedicated Environment Fund to which the levy proceeds would accrue. Proceeds to be exclusively used in support of waste recycling, litter and other beneficial environmental initiatives.

Plastic Bag Levy and Litter

The National Litter Pollution Monitoring System may be used to measure the impact of certain anti litter measures. Monitoring the percentage change in the constituent elements of litter pollution at national or local level over time allows conclusions to be drawn on the effectiveness of national or local anti-litter strategies. 

Plastic bags accounted for approximately 5% of litter arisings prior to the introduction of the levy. The most recent survey data (August 2005) available from the National Litter Pollution Monitoring System shows that plastic bags constitute approximately 0.22% of litter pollution nationally  - see chart below
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Consumer Attitude

A national survey on the Environment "Attitudes and Actions 2003", found that 91% of those surveyed believe the Plastic Bag Levy is a good idea. Among the many reasons given are that it is better for the environment, there are no plastic bags visible in the streets (it was also a rural problem with bags snagged in fences, hedgerows and trees) and that re-usable bags are more convenient for holding shopping.  This is a major change in attitude as during the course of the previous survey 1999, 40% of those surveyed stated they would not be willing to pay a levy.  The 6% who did not believe that the levy was a good idea cited that they missed having plastic bags about the house and were also frustrated when they forgot to bring-usable bags into the shop.  Although the survey report does not say so, it is reasonable to assume that the remaining 4% of respondents had no opinion either way in the matter.

 

The survey also indicates that 90% of shoppers use reusable/long life bags, 6% use cardboard boxes, 4 % plastic bags and 1% other means.

Biodegradable Bags

The levy on plastic shopping bags has a strong anti-litter emphasis.  The Regulations do not, therefore, distinguish between biodegradable plastic bags and other plastic bags. Biodegradable bags still take a considerable time to degrade and, while their use may be preferable in a final treatment situation, such bags will continue to form a visible nuisance for a significant period of time where discarded as litter.  One of the objectives of the levy is to influence consumers to change their shopping practice by encouraging the more favoured option of re-usable shopping bags.  Exempting biodegradable bags from the levy could encourage retailers to change from dispensing non-biodegradable plastic bags to dispensing biodegradable bags, without achieving any change in consumer behaviour in terms of re-use, while still leaving the litter issue unresolved.  In addition, there would be practical difficulties for consumers, retailers and for any enforcement regime to distinguish between biodegradable and non-biodegradable bags.

Alternatives to Plastic bags etc

Alternatives to disposable plastic shopping bags, such as reusable boxes, paper and reusable bags are now available in many shops, and the consumer has, by and large, changed to using these alternatives.  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. Plastic shopping bags designed for re-use are exempt from the levy provided that the retailer charges at least 70 cent for the bag. The Department does not have statistics concerning sales of refuse bags and pedal bin-liners.  However, it was reported that sales of these items have increased following the introduction of the levy.  One such report can be viewed at: 

 http://archives.tcm.ie/irishexaminer/2003/01/29/story651891687.asp
There is no evidence to show that paper shopping bags are causing a new litter problem  - paper bags can be recycled and are biodegradeable if landfilled.  The most recent survey data (August 2005) available from the National Litter Pollution Monitoring System shows that paper bags as a constituent of litter pollution nationally dropped from 0.57% in 2004 to 0.40 % in 2005.

The Levy and Retailers

Draft regulations were circulated for final consultation in September 2001 and the final  Regulations were signed by Minister in December 2001 providing for the commencement of the levy 3 months later. The 6 month period between circulation of the draft regulations and commencement of the levy gave sufficient lead-in time to – i) the retail sector to gear up for the levy (change computerised till-roll and accounting systems, order supplies of ‘bags for life’, or other more durable plastic bags designed for reuse and paper bags etc), and ii) the Revenue Commissioners (the tax collection authority) to put in place new computerised system for handling levy returns. In November 2001, all retailers were formally notified by revenue of the imminent commencement of the levy and advised to start gearing up.

In January 2002, all retailers were notified of the levy collection arrangements and issued with supply of levy return forms by the Revenue Commissioners in respect of 2002. 

Prior to the introduction of the levy, retailers were concerned that consumers would react badly to having to pay the levy. They feared that business would be affected and that staff working in retail outlets would be at the receiving end of customer’s complaints or that retailers would be accused of pocketing the levy. They also voiced concerns regarding the additional administrative burden involved in preparing for the levy. These concerns were addressed by allowing a six month lead-in time between circulation of the draft regulations and commencement of the levy. Retailers had sufficient time to change computerised till-roll and accounting systems and to order supplies of “Bags for Life” and other more durable plastic bags designed for reuse and paper bags etc. Notification by the Revenue Commissioners of arrangements for levy collection and supplies of relevant forms were issued to retailers 2 months before commencement of the levy. All retailers were issued with posters on the levy for display in their premises and public information leaflets for issue to consumers. An intensive publicity campaign (press, TV and radio advertising) advising the public of the commencement of the levy was undertaken in the 6 weeks leading up to the levy.
Environment Fund

All plastic Bag Levy receipts together with Landfill Levy receipts are paid into a ring fenced "Environment Fund".  In general, the Fund may be used to support waste management, recycling and other environmental projects including waste reduction programmes, operation of waste recovery activities, promotion of environmentally friendly products, waste prevention initiatives, to assist implementation of aspects of local authority waste management plans, litter prevention, initiatives in relation to the protection of the environment and/or sustainable development, partnership environmental projects, environmental education and awareness initiatives. 

Proposed Increase in the Levy

Prior to the levy average per capita consumption of plastic bags was estimated at 328 bags. There was an immediate decrease to a figure of 21 bags per capita when the levy was introduced.  Based on data from plastic bag levies remitted and estimates provided by the Central Statistics Office as to population density, it is estimated that usage  increased to 30 bags per capita during 2006.  The Minister is anxious to ensure that the levy’s positive effect on our environment is maintained and that the level of litter activity is not allowed to increase. To that end the Minister has made Regulations to increase the levy to 22 cent with effect from 1 July 2007.  
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Plastic Bag Levy Receipts

		Plastic Bag Levy Receipts

		Date Received		Detail		€		Accounting Period Total		2002 Cash Receipts		2003 Cash Receipts		2004 Cash Receipts		2005 Cash Receipts		2006 Cash Receipts

				Accounting Period 1 (4 March to 30 June 2002)

		8/22/02		Plastic Bag Levy - Initial receipt for the Accounting Period 1		€   3,516,496.44				€   3,516,496.44

		9/17/02		Plastic Bag Levy		€   290,013.87				€   290,013.87

		10/17/02		Plastic Bag Levy		€   145,554.30		€   3,952,064.61		€   145,554.30

				Accounting Period 2 (1July to 30 Sept 2002)

		11/19/02		Plastic Bag levy - Initial Receipt for Accounting Period 2		€   2,933,581.24				€   2,933,581.24

		12/18/02		Plastic Bag levy		€   214,939.64				€   214,939.64

		1/14/03		Plastic Bag Lavy		€   88,387.99		€   3,236,908.87				€   88,387.99

				Accounting Period 3 (1Oct to 31 Dec 2002)

		2/14/03		Plastic Bag levy - Initial reciept for Accounting Period 3		€   2,437,822.38						€   2,437,822.38

		3/14/03		Plastic Bag Levy		€   485,413.54						€   485,413.54

		4/16/03		Plastic Bag levy		€   316,203.74						€   316,203.74

								€   3,239,439.66

				Accounting Period 4 (1Jan to 31 March 2003)

		5/14/03		Plastic Bag levy - Initial reciept for Accounting Period 4		€   1,595,660.90						€   1,595,660.90

		6/12/03		Plastic Bag Levy		€   1,425,940.43						€   1,425,940.43

		7/15/03		Plastic Bag Levy		€   143,784.88						€   143,784.88

								€   3,165,386.21

				Accounting Period 5 (1 April - 30 June 2003)

		8/18/03		Plastic Bag levy - Initial reciept for Accounting Period 5 (April - June 2003)		€   1,675,250.16						€   1,675,250.16

		9/16/03		Plastic Bag Levy		€   664,703.28						€   664,703.28

		10/20/03		Plastic Bag Levy		€   750,466.05						€   750,466.05

								€   3,090,419.49

				Accounting Period 6 (1 July - 30 September 2003)

		11/20/03		Plastic Bag Levy - Initial receipt for Accounting Period 6		€   2,666,981.71						€   2,666,981.71

		12/12/03		Plastic Bag Levy		€   406,321.44						€   406,321.44

		1/15/04		Plastic Bag Levy		€   182,405.96								€   182,405.96

								€   3,255,709.11

				Accounting Period 7 (1 October 2003 - 31 December 2003)

		2/16/04		Plastic Bag Levy - Initial receipt for accounting Period 7		€   2,507,472.83								€   2,507,472.83

		3/15/04		Plastic Bag Levy		€   678,559.97								€   678,559.97

		4/19/04		Plastic Bag Levy		€   185,860.48								€   185,860.48

								€   3,371,893.28

				Accounting Period 8 (1 Janruary 2004 - 31 March 2004)

		5/14/04		Plastic Bag Levy - Initial receipt for accounting Period 8		€   364,682.61								€   364,682.61

		6/15/04		Plastic Bag Levy		€   2,643,379.20								€   2,643,379.20

		7/15/04		Plastic Bag Levy		€   254,780.41								€   254,780.41

								€   3,262,842.22

				Accounting Period 9 (1 April 2004 - 30 June 2004)

		8/16/04		Plastic Bag Levy - Initial receipt for accounting Period 9		€   2,726,344.24								€   2,726,344.24

		9/15/04		Plastic Bag Levy		€   418,872.16								€   418,872.16

		10/15/04		Plastic Bag Levy		€   204,443.95								€   204,443.95

								€   3,349,660.35

				Accounting Period 10 (1 July 2004 - 30 September 2004)

		11/15/04		Plastic Bag Levy - Initial receipt for accounting Period 10		€   2,879,193.84								€   2,879,193.84

		12/15/04		Plastic Bag Levy		€   452,494.91								€   452,494.91

		1/17/05		Plastic Bag Levy		€   220,668.02										€   220,668.02

								€   3,552,356.77

				Accounting Period 11 (1 October 2004 - 31 December 2004)

		2/15/05		Plastic Bag Levy - Initial receipt for accounting Period 11		€   4,223,166.03										€   4,223,166.03

		3/15/05		Plastic Bag Levy		€   638,364.50										€   638,364.50

		4/14/05		Plastic Bag Levy		€   251,716.69										€   251,716.69

								€   5,113,247.22

				Accounting Period 12 (1 January 2005 - 31 March 2005)

		5/12/05		Plastic Bag Levy - Initial receipt for accounting Period 12		€   2,961,510.37										€   2,961,510.37

		6/15/05		Plastic Bag Levy		€   779,212.91										€   779,212.91

		7/13/05		Plastic Bag Levy		€   313,582.17										€   313,582.17

								€   4,054,305.45

				Accounting Period 13 (1 April 2005 - 30 June 2005)

		8/12/05		Plastic Bag Levy - initial receipt for accounting Period 13		€   3,239,799.52										€   3,239,799.52

		9/12/05		Plastic Bag Levy		€   527,894.47										€   527,894.47

		10/11/05		Plastic Bag Levy		€   206,436.83										€   206,436.83

								€   3,974,130.82

				Accounting Period 14 (1 July 2005 - 30 September 2005)

		11/14/05		Plastic Bag Levy - initial receipt for accounting Period 14		€   3,577,935.77										€   3,577,935.77

		12/15/05		Plastic Bag Levy		€   585,995.07										€   585,995.07

		1/13/06		Plastic Bag Levy		€   238,681.44												€   238,681.44

								€   4,402,612.28

				Accounting Period 15 (1 October 2005 - 31 December 2005)

		2/15/06		Plastic Bag Levy - initial receipt for accounting Period 15		€   3,870,243.80												€   3,870,243.80

		3/15/06		Plastic Bag Levy		€   492,823.88												€   492,823.88

		4/13/06		Plastic Bag Levy		€   690,434.93												€   690,434.93

								€   5,053,502.61

				Accounting Period 16 (1 January 2006 - 31 March 2006)

		5/15/06		Plastic Bag Levy - initial receipt for accounting Period 16		€   3,500,879.24												€   3,500,879.24

		6/16/06		Plastic Bag Levy		€   615,083.32												€   615,083.32

								€   4,115,962.56

				Accounting Period 17 (1 April 2006 - 30 June 2006)

								€   - 0

				Accounting Period 18 (1 July 2006 - 30 September 2006)

								€   - 0

				Accounting Period 19 (1 October 2006 - 31 December 2006)

								€   - 0

				Total Reciepts from Plastic Bag levy		€   60,190,441.51		€   60,190,441.51		€   7,100,585.49		€   12,656,936.50		€   13,498,490.56		€   17,526,282.35		€   9,408,146.61		€   60,190,441.51

										2002 Cash Receipts		2003 Cash Receipts		2004 Cash Receipts		2005 Cash Receipts		2006 Cash Receipts

										€   7,100,585.49		€   12,656,936.50		€   13,498,490.56		€   17,526,282.35		€   9,408,146.61
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Plastic Bag Levy Profile

		From		Mar-02		Jul-02		Oct-02		Jan-03		Apr-03		Jul-03		Oct-03		Jan-04		Apr-04		Jul-04		Oct-04		Jan-05		Apr-05		Jul-05		Oct-05		Jan-06		Apr-06		Jul-06		Oct-06		Jan-07		Apr-07		Jul-07		Oct-07		Jan-08		Apr-08

		To		Jun-02		Sep-02		Dec-02		Mar-03		Jun-03		Sep-03		Dec-03		Mar-04		Jun-04		Sep-04		Dec-04		Mar-05		Jun-05		Sep-05		Dec-05		Mar-06		Jun-06		Sep-06		Dec-06		Mar-07		Jun-07		Sep-07		Dec-07		Mar-08		Jun-08

		Quarter Retailers' Returns Relate to		1 (4 months)		2		3		4		5		6		7		8		9		10		11		12		13		14		15		16		17		18		19		20		21		22		23		24		25

		Month

		1		€   3,516,496.44		€   2,933,581.24		€   2,437,822.38		€   1,595,660.90		€   1,675,250.16		€   2,666,981.71		€   2,507,472.83		€   364,682.61		€2,726,344.24		€   2,879,193.84		€   4,223,166.03		€2,961,510.37		€3,239,799.52		€3,577,935.77		€   3,870,243.80		€   3,500,879.24

		2		€   290,013.87		€   214,939.64		€   485,413.54		€   1,425,940.43		€   664,703.28		€   406,321.44		€   678,559.97		€   2,643,379.20		€   418,872.16		€   452,494.91		€638,364.50		€779,212.91		€527,894.47		€   585,995.07		€   492,823.88

		3		€   145,554.30		€   88,387.99		€   316,203.74		€   143,784.88		€   750,466.05		€   182,405.96		€   185,860.48		€   254,780.41		€   204,443.95		€   220,668.02		€251,716.69		€313,582.17		€206,436.83		€   238,681.44		€   690,434.93

		Total		€   3,952,064.61		€   3,236,908.87		€   3,239,439.66		€   3,165,386.21		€   3,090,419.49		€   3,255,709.11		€   3,371,893.28		€   3,262,842.22		€3,349,660.35		€   3,552,356.77		€   5,113,247.22		€   4,054,305.45		€   3,974,130.82		€   4,402,612.28		€   5,053,502.61		€   3,500,879.24
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Plasric Bag Levy - Monthly Profile



Plastic Bags v Receipts
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Plastic Bag Levy - Quarterly Profile
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		Accrual Quarter		Accrual Year		Levy Received		No of Bags Sold		Year		Prior to Levy		2002 (10/12 Months)		2003		2004		2005		2006

		2		2002		€   3,516,496.44		23,443,310		Sales Post Levy		1,260,000,000		69,522,754		85,889,387		101,854,044		116,563,674		23,339,195

		2		2002		€   290,013.87		1,933,426		Source		2001 CSO Est		Census		CSO Est		CSO Est		CSO Est		Census

		2		2002		€   145,554.30		970,362		Population		3,847,200		3,917,336		3,978,900		4,043,800		4,130,700

		3		2002		€   2,933,581.24		19,557,208		Bags per person Annual Basis		328		21		22		25		28

		3		2002		€   214,939.64		1,432,931		Est Dist pre Levy		1,260,000,000		1,260,000,000		1,260,000,000		1,260,000,000		1,260,000,000

		3		2002		€   88,387.99		589,253		Est Difference		- 0		1,190,477,246		1,174,110,613		1,158,145,956		1,143,436,326

		4		2002		€   2,437,822.38		16,252,149		% Est Difference		0.00%		94.48%		93.18%		91.92%		90.75%

		4		2002		€   485,413.54		3,236,090

		4		2002		€   316,203.74		2,108,025

				Total Accrued 2002		€   10,428,413.14		69,522,754														3,917,336

		1		2003		€   1,595,660.90		10,637,739

		1		2003		€   1,425,940.43		9,506,270

		1		2003		€   143,784.88		958,566

		2		2003		€   1,675,250.16		11,168,334

		2		2003		€   664,703.28		4,431,355

		2		2003		€   750,466.05		5,003,107

		3		2003		€   2,666,981.71		17,779,878

		3		2003		€   406,321.44		2,708,810

		3		2003		€   182,405.96		1,216,040

		4		2003		€   2,507,472.83		16,716,486

		4		2003		€   678,559.97		4,523,733

		4		2003		€   185,860.48		1,239,070

				Total Accrued 2003		€   12,883,408.09		85,889,387

		1		2004		€   364,682.61		2,431,217

		1		2004		€   2,643,379.20		17,622,528

		1		2004		€   254,780.41		1,698,536

		2		2004		€   2,726,344.24		18,175,628

		2		2004		€   418,872.16		2,792,481

		2		2004		€   204,443.95		1,362,960

		3		2004		€   2,879,193.84		19,194,626

		3		2004		€   452,494.91		3,016,633

		3		2004		€   220,668.02		1,471,120

		4		2004		€   4,223,166.03		28,154,440

		4		2004		€   638,364.50		4,255,763

		4		2004		€   251,716.69		1,678,111

				Total Accrued 2004		€   15,278,106.56		101,854,044

		1		2005		€   2,961,510.37		19,743,402

		1		2005		€   779,212.91		5,194,753

		1		2005		€   313,582.17		2,090,548

		2		2005		€   3,239,799.52		21,598,663

		2		2005		€   527,894.47		3,519,296

		2		2005		€   206,436.83		1,376,246

		3		2005		€   3,577,935.77		23,852,905

		3		2005		€   585,995.07		3,906,634

		3		2005		€   238,681.44		1,591,210

		4		2005		€   3,870,243.80		25,801,625

		4		2005		€   492,823.88		3,285,493

		4		2005		€   690,434.93		4,602,900

				Total Accrued 2005		€   17,484,551.16		116,563,674

		1		2006		€   3,500,879.24		23,339,195

		1		2006		€   - 0		- 0

		1		2006		€   - 0		- 0

		2		2006		€   - 0		- 0

		2		2006		€   - 0		- 0

		2		2006		€   - 0		- 0

		3		2006		€   - 0		- 0

		3		2006		€   - 0		- 0

		3		2006		€   - 0		- 0

		4		2006		€   - 0		- 0

		4		2006		€   - 0		- 0

		4		2006		€   - 0		- 0

				Total Accrued 2005		€   3,500,879.24		23,339,195

						€   59,575,358.19
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Plastic Bags Issued

No of Plastic Bags in Relation to Levy Receipts



		Prior to levy		Dec-02		Aug-03		Aug-04		Aug-05

		5.00%		0.32%		0.25%		0.22%		0.22%

		THE NATIONAL LITTER POLLUTION

		MONITORING SYSTEM



2002 (10/12 Months)

2003

2004



		0

		0
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		0

		0



Plastic Bag Litter Arisings




