Baggers not choosers

Plastic bags are considered specially harmful for packaging meat and cooked food. Government cannot enforce a total ban on their use in the absence of a clear-cut law

By Shahzada Irfan Ahmed

Years after the government announced plans to ban use of polythene shopping bags, there is little progress seen. Whether it be fruitsellers, grocers, butchers, general store owners or stationers, these polythene bags seem to be the best available and the most cost-effective option when it comes to packaging of the products put on sale.[image: image1.jpg]



Though the focus of the government during the anti-polythene bags campaign has been on the havoc they play with the drainage system, their impact on human health has been rather downplayed. The government has stated many a time that plastic bag manufacturers will be asked to produce biodegradable bags so that they cannot clog drains. But on the other hand, it has not launched any impressive awareness drive highlighting the effects of polythene bags on health - degradable or non-degradable. These effects are worst in case of cooked food packed in low-quality polythene bags that lose their colour when they come in contact with the packed food item.

Scientific studies have shown that polythene-wrapped food, especially meat, generates a kind of heat that creates radiation which ultimately makes the food poisonous. The colour used in polythene bags is also a threat to public health as such colours are produced by mixing toxic materials like chromium and copper.

The most dangerous of these polythene bags are the black ones whose toxity level has been found to be the highest. "But despite all the potential hazards of coloured and low-quality polythene bags, their usage is increasing day by day. It has become so popular that shopkeepers are even selling boiling hot milk, gravy and soups in low-quality shopping bags," says Ahmed Raza, a social worker based in Shadbagh in Northern Lahore.

Tracing the history of shopping bags in Pakistan, Raza says it was only in the mid 80s when polythene bags were introduced in Pakistan. Before that, people used to carry utensils and bags made of cloth, cane or recycled paper to shops and got food items packed in them. But gradually all such material was driven out by shopping bags which were low-cost and convenient to handle. He says, "if we say that every household in Lahore makes use of four to five plastic bags in a day, it would be no exaggeration at all."

Raza says shopping bags are also very dangerous for children. "They must never be allowed to play with shopping bags as this can lead to choking. These bags are not porous and can become lethal if worn over head by children. I must recall here that the only giraffe at Lahore Zoo died because of choking as it had swallowed a plastic shopping bag thrown by a visitor."

When contacted by The News on Sunday, shopkeepers say that it is very difficult to discourage use of plastic shopping bags to wrap up food items. Muhammad Jameel, a milk seller, says that the initiative has to come from the customers. "It is only when they do not bring plastic or metal containers, we pack milk or yogurt in shopping bags that are dirt cheap. We cannot shift to alternatives like recycled paper bags to pack dry items as a paper bag costs at least five times as much as a plastic one," he adds.

There are still others who, unlike Jameel, believe that the district government can put an end to the use of low-quality plastic bags if it takes the matter a bit seriously. "If The Lahore Cantonment Board can ban use of plastic bags within its jurisdiction, then why cannot the district government and its large army of nazims and councillors," says Razaul Karim, a lawyer and former naib nazim.

A Pakistan Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (PCSIR) report says that polythene bags are made of thermoplastic resin which can add harmful substances to food items. Ready-to-eat food items should not be carried in low-quality polythene bags. It further states that polythene bags and other plastic materials, if burnt below 7,000 degrees Celsius, create a dioxin like poisonous gas, which can cause cancer and skin diseases.

On laws to check unsafe use of polythene bags in the country, Jawad Hassan Advocate, an environmental lawyer, tells TNS that only Balochistan has worked in this direction. "The Balochistan Prohibition on Use and Sale of Polythene Bags Ordinance 2001 strictly restricts import, making and use of plastic bags for packaging of eatable and non-eatable goods in any part of Balochistan," he says.

Jawad stresses the need to introduce a strong law to check use of low-quality polythene bags. He says nazims can warn sellers and commercial users of polythene bags under section 144. But this is not enough as there are several loopholes that can be easily exploited by the offenders.

He goes on to say that Pure Food Ordinance of 1960 empowers government officials to take action against those who are caught red-handed while packing food in low-quality polythene bags. But they cannot do anything if that person is not packing any food item in plastic bags -- even if food items and piles of plastic bags are lying side by side, Jawad adds.

Tariq Zaman, District Environment Officer, admits that the use of low-quality plastic bags is extremely harmful to human health. He says, "we have found that the colour used in shopping bags erodes when it comes in contact with hot material. This way, the toxic material used in these colours mixes with the ready-to-eat food and enters our bodies. At the same time, we cannot enforce a total ban on their use in the absence of a clear-cut law."

Tariq says the district government is trying to convince those related to plastic bags industry to stop manufacturing shopping bags and start producing other plastic items like containers, buckets and other similar items.

He tells TNS that the district government is nowadays involving market committees, union councils, social workers etc to monitor use of shopping bags in their respective areas. "I hope as a first step they can decide unanimously on banning use of plastic bags as food packaging material," he adds.

 

