
 
RURAL AFFAIRS AND ENVIRONMENT COMMITTEE 

CLIMATE CHANGE (SCOTLAND) BILL 
SUBMISSION FROM J MURDOCH 

I write specifically in regard to Section 59 of the Climate Change (Scotland) 
Bill. My frustration is that I want to write volumes about this matter but I doubt 
that you would have time to read them. I will therefore be extremely grateful 
for nine minutes of your time to read what follows. 
An independent report carried out in 2005 by AEA Technology, and 
commissioned by the Scottish Government, concluded that a levy on plastic 
carrier bags would INCREASE Scotland’s waste by 13,700 tonnes annually. 
Strange, but true! Check the report, or perhaps give Richard Lochhead a ring 
to confirm this fact. He was a member of the committee which studied this 
report. In 2006 he said, quote, “ SNP accepts the urgent need to cut down the 
amount of waste Produced but this proposed Bill (to charge a levy on plastic 
bags) may have simply resulted in displacing the environmental impact of 
plastic bags to other areas ... even the introduction of a simple levy would turn 
into a legislative and practical nightmare 
In 2006, members of the Environmental and Rural Development Committee 
had access to what was described as the most comprehensive study of this 
subject ever, and a study which cost a reported £2 million of taxpayers 
money. Not a single member of this committee, which included Richard 
Lochhead and a representative of the Green Party, concluded in favour of a 
levy on plastic carrier bags. 
Please do not be fooled by the much proffered claim that, “My old mam used 
to do her shopping in a shopping bag that she’d had for twenty years.” The 
reason your old mam managed this was because she stayed at home! She 
did the cooking, she did the washing and the cleaning, and more. And, DAILY, 
she went with her one shopping bag to the corner shop (which is no longer 
there) to do her daily shopping and she topped up later in the evening from 
the grocers’ vans which went round the doors. Things have changed. Most 
families would now have to cart 10-15 of these bags to the supermarket to 
carry the family’s WEEKLY shopping, if indeed the family can find a slot to do 
the WEEKLY shopping in today’s busy, often stressful lifestyle. 
Please also do not be influenced by the perennially produced photographs of 
plastic carrier bags stuck in trees, If Scotland (and, indeed, the rest of the 
U.K.) has anything to be ashamed of environmentally, then it is its abysmal, 
constant failure to tackle litter louts. So much so, that most school children no 
longer even know that it is wrong to discard litter. Such an easy problem to 
solve if the will was there; such a miserable failure by politicians. 
Plastic carrier bags are such an easy, but misguided target. It could be difficult 
to come up with a modern creation which has such a wide range of good uses 
and which creates so much convenience for the public AND which disturbs 
the environment so little, making up only 0.3% of landfill. As I say, such an 
easy, misguided target. I could offer 1001 alternative environmentally 
threatening targets for politicians but they simply would not have the courage 



to take aim at them. I smiled inwardly recently, when discussing this matter 
with a good friend. She told me she always re-used plastic carrier bags as she 
always had some spare in her car. I asked her where she shopped. She 
shopped 300 yards from her home! Quite oblivious she was to the extensive 
damage she caused to the environment with her car while believing that she 
was single handedly saving the planet by re-using plastic carrier bags. I have 
to take my hat off to my opponents in this regard. They have done a 
magnificent job in convincing a sizeable (minority) of people that the planet 
can indeed be saved if we just start charging for plastic carrier bags Of 
course, there is absolutely nothing wrong in re-using plastic carrier bags, and 
that is why the government funded organisation, W.R.A.P., was delighted to 
point out that 74% of plastic carrier bags are RE-USED, with this percentage 
rising. And yet, we still hear the constant mantra of ‘single use’ carrier bags. 
Also, if people are priced away from buying plastic carrier bags they will buy 
other plastic bags for their pedal bin liners, their dogs’ dirt and their 101 other 
uses. The same landfill percentage (0.3%) will accrue. 
Two other points, if I may, to illustrate how we plastic carrier bag supporters 
have to compete against a referee who appears to have been told what the 
final score should be. In 2008, Griffiths and Scott of Glasgow Caledonian 
University published Social Research Document No.4/2008. In the document 
they clearly refer to a proposal to charge for ‘single use’ carrier bags having 
only received support from a MINORITY of respondents. Yet, in their 
extended analysis, significantly more emphasis was given to the minority of 
respondents who wanted legislation and what these people suggested any 
legislation should cover. It was a blatant manipulation of the finding that the 
MAJORITY of respondents did NOT want any legislation. Check the paper out 
for yourself; it would have been returned to any sixth former marked, “More 
work needed.” 
Secondly, Parliament’s website says, “There are a few situations where we do 
not publish all the evidence sent to us. This may be for practical reasons: for 
example, where the number of submissions we receive does not make this 
possible or where we receive a large number of submissions in very similar 
terms. In that case, we would normally publish only a list of the names of 
people who have submitted evidence.” In 2006, when a Bill was put forward to 
charge a levy on plastic carrier bags the names of over one thousand of its 
opponents were simply listed as a ‘pro forma’ petition because the content of 
their submissions was deemed to be similar. 
I now invite you to check out, 
http://www.scottish. 
parliament.uk/s3/committees/ticc/inguiries/CIimateChangeScotlandBill- 
responsestocallforviews.htm 
You will see the names of approximately 190 people who have written in 
support of charging for plastic carrier bags. These people have not been listed 
as a petition because they have all made a very minor amendment to a 
standard letter which has been circulated to them. Mr. Eric Nisbet has been 
particularly helpful in this regard. If you scroll to his submission you will note 
that he has inadvertently entered his name after his customised ‘insert’. - 



So, there we have it. The MAJORITY of people who are against charging are 
given less prominence in the Glasgow Caledonian University report than the 
MINORITY who want to introduce charging. And, the one thousand plus 
people who previously opposed such legislation were listed as a petition while 
the 190 who entered a ‘customised’ sentence to a ‘round robin’ letter are 
given individual status. I sense an uneven playing field! 
Some other random points: 
I often hear reference to taxing plastic carrier bags to increase our awareness 
of the environment. We are taxed throughout life and we are even taxed when 
we die. Please spare us a tax to make us think  We deserve better than that. 
I have many friends in Ireland; not researchers, not environmentalists, not 
politicians, but real people. They detest the inconvenience and added 
expense that has been foisted upon them by their government by charging for 
plastic carrier bags. 
There has been talk about such a tax showing a surplus of income. It will 
never realise a surplus. I have worked for a local authority for thirty years and 
as sure as the sun rises in the morning an ever increasing costly empire will 
be created in each authority to deal with the ramifications of this Bill. Someone 
will be appointed to ‘police’ the levy. That person will require an assistant. Two 
people will require secretarial support. All will require computers and, of 
course, mileage claims. The department will soon require a manager. All 
these people will require extensive training, mainly health and safety, with 
costly annual ‘refreshers’. The end game? Another pointless, costly and ‘here 
to stay’ department in each local authority. 
Please also don’t burden owners of small shops with the additional 
administration and the resultant hassle from customers. Independent owners 
are already struggling to survive. 
The report before the E.R.D.C. committee in 2006 very clearly acknowledged 
that a tax on plastic carrier bags will impact most on people with a low income 
and people with a disability. Did these people expect such a tax when they 
voted for a Scottish Parliament? 
I made a complaint to the BBC about a Radio 5 programme which featured 
two people against the use of plastic carrier bags and NONE in favour of their 
use. In his reply to my complaint (see attached) Philip Abrams, Complaints 
Director wrote, “Firstly, the report prepared for the Scottish Parliament, and 
the website you directed me to, considered the question of whether a levy on 
plastic bags would be effective. I don’t think it oversimplifies its findings much 
to say that it found the levy as planned, and a number of similar alternatives, 
would have, overall, more disadvantages than advantages, so it’s not 
surprising that the Scottish Parliament rejected the levy. An objective 
observation from someone with no axe to grind! 
Anyone looking for other interesting reading would be advised to read the 
contribution of Lord Lawson to the House of Lords on the 17th of Novemberr 
2008. Referring to the Climate Change Bill he said, “ Bill will go down in 
history, and future generations will see it, as the most absurd Bill that this 
House and Parliament as a whole as ever had to examine Strong stuff from 
someone who is no-one’s fool! The most interesting part of his speech, 



however, is his reference to other countries now falling over themselves to 
retreat from previous ‘environmental commitments’ which they now realise will 
cost people money and which will also be grossly inconvenient for people. I 
think a tax on plastic carrier bags fits very comfortably into this particular 
bracket! 
IF there ever becomes a good reason to charge for plastic carrier bags 
(doubtful) then please ensure that the matter comes before Parliament for a 
root and branch investigation of the issues at that time. To give ministers carte 
blanche to introduce a charge at any time is to render them vulnerable to the 
unceasing gnawing of people who are determined to make life as complicated 
and as expensive as possible for the rest of us in pursuit of their ‘Holy Green 
Grail’. Ministers only have to weaken once and we will be needlessly paying 
for plastic carrier bags forever against the logic of common sense. There is 
one other important point in this regard. Spare some thought for the hundreds 
of hard working, decent Scots folks whose jobs are under threat if charges are 
introduced. They have already lived through a stressful period in 2006 and 
now they and their families are being subjected to the same worries again at a 
time when jobs are being lost in tens of thousands. Don’t leave these hard 
working, decent Scots people with the Sword of Damocles hanging over them 
for ever and a day because a ridiculously easy environmental target has been 
identified. 
I make one final plea to you because it is the one which will impact on your 
fellow Scots the most. Before you decide on this matter, please, go and watch 
the check outs in a busy supermarket. In your mind’s eye see the queue; see 
the person in front of you, including older people and people with a disability 
who already do magnificently in the rigours of supermarket shopping, footer 
about, trying to unravel the correct number of plastic bags brought from home 
before trying to calculate the minimum additional bags they have to purchase, 
followed by the recount when these are not sufficient. Or, alternatively, having 
to pay a charge from their moderate incomes. See the additional delays 
adding to an already stressful chore as people re group from the spillages as 
they try to cram ever more items into a single plastic bag. Ask yourself, were 
you really elected to make life more expensive, difficult and stressful for your 
fellow Scottish citizens? 
Please, please kick Section 59 of this Bill well and truly into touch 
Thank you for taking the time to read this. 
J. Murdoch 
27 Februaury 2009 



5 Live Breakfast, 1 October 2008 
Thank you for your further email of 31 January about this discussion of plastic 
bags. I’ve looked ob the website you mention, w and at the report prepared for 
the Environment Committee of the Scottish Parliament “Environment Group 
Research Report Proposed Plastic Bag Levy — Extended Impact 
Assessment” (available at 
httpp//www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2005/08/1993154/31553)I have also 
listened too recording of the relevant part of the programme, and been in 
touch with Richard Jackson, its editor who told me 
 
The peg for the item was the fact that Sainsbury was’ banning plastic bags 
from its checkouts, We wanted to consider with a PR expert whether this was 
a good strategic marketing move by the company. We also thought it would 
be interesting to reflect on the experience of a small town which had banned 
plastic bags completely 
The item came at a time when there was a momentum among stores to stop 
using plastic bags — and we were trying to assess the PR and marketing 
impact of the move. We were not attempting to base a discussion about 
whether plastic bags should be banned or not - we were attempting to explore 
whether supermarkets were enhancing their reputation by having such a ban. 
The guest from the town of Modbury was there to give his description of how a 
complete ban has worked.  
The PR man was there to consider, whether the supermarkets were seeking 
to jump on a green bandwagon. The guest we had from a PR perspective 
came across as a keen advocate of the ban on bags, and so was not the 
impartial observer we were looking for. - 
I conceded in my earlier reply that I felt the presenter could have done more to 
put the view that some people are against a ban and doubt its worth, I have 
also said that we should bear in mind the arguments against the bag ban 
when doing future items. I am certainly happy to take up Mr Mudoch‘s 
suggestion of looking the issue from the perspective of the industry and also 
the effectiveness of the bans sonic months after they came into force. 
I would agree with much of this. It is certainly a matter of regret that Danny 
Rogers from “PR Week” chose to engage with the topic from a personal 
perspective. However, there are a number of points on the oilier side that I 
also have to consider. 
Firstly, the report prepared for the Scottish Parliament, and the website you 
directed me to, considered the question of whether a levy on plastic bags 
would he effective. don’t think it oversimplifies its findings much to say that it 
found that the levy as planned, and o number of similar alternatives, would 
have, overall, more disadvantages than advantages, so it’s not surprising that 
the Scottish Parliament rejected the levy. But I don’t think the report 
considered the question of whether attempts to discourage plastic bag use by 
other means —such as Sainsbury’s decision to make them harder to obtain 
for customers - would be sensible. 
Secondly, the presenter did make so efforts to put the arguments for plastic 
bags, pointing out that “plastic bags account for a very small amount of 



landfill” and, when Danny Rogers suggest making plastic bags socially 
unacceptable, like smoking, and continued “just ban plastic bags because 
they are destroying the environment she responded: 
Oh dear now you‘re being controversial ,making it the same as smoking, 
there, are still a lot of people who think the smoking ban, whatever the health 
messages, is an incursion of freedom, is that not the same, saying on can not 
hove a bag or you will be a social pariah. 
Thirdly the Guideline I quoted gives latitude to programme maker’s to 
“produce content about any subject, at any point on the spectrum of debate as 
long as there are good editorial reasons ,for  doing so “ As Richard Jackson 
explained, this was never intended as an examination of the merits of plastic 
bags, it was a discussion triggered by Sainsbury’s’ decision to keep plastic 
bags under the counter, rather than make them freely available to all 
customers, 
Finally.I have considered whether plastic bags do fall into the category of a 
“controversial subject“. The guidelines’ explanation the term (and I apologise 
for omitting this from my previous letter) says: 
In the United Kingdom controversial subjects are issues of significance for the 
whole of the country, such as elections, or highly contentious new legislation 
on the eve of a crucial Commons vote, or a UK wide public sector strike. 
I do not think the use of plastic bags is the subject of any legislation currently 
before parliament, so I do not feeI it falls into the category of  a ‘‘controversial  
issue 
The test I have to apply is whether this discussion constituted a serious 
breach of the standards in the editorial guidelines. I think this is a closely 
balanced question here, because, like Richard Jackson, I do not think the item 
was wholly satisfactory. However, after reflecting carefully on the balance of 
arguments, I think this is the kind of case where the item was not itself so 
flawed it constituted a serious breach of standards. The presenter did make 
efforts to put the counter-arguments, and the facts suggest that it is the kind of 
subject where the guidelines give producers some latitude. In the 
circumstances, I do not feel I have grounds to uphold your complaint. .I hope, 
however, I have been able to go at least some way to addressing your 
concerns. Nevertheless, if you are not satisfied with my decision I would be 
happy to consider any additional points you might wish to make. In any event, 
it is open to you to appeal to the Editorial Standards Committee of the BBC 
Trust. Correspondence for the Committee should be addressed to its 
Secretary, at the BBC Trust Unit, 35 Marylebone High St. London W 1U 4AA. 
The trust would normally require that an appeal is received within four weeks 
of the date of this letter, or of my subsequent letter in the event that you raise 
further issues with me within that time. 
Complaints Director 
 


