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Opinions

Firm sails against tide of waste, indifference

{you consider the science
and technology involved,
the disposable plastic
shopping bag s one of
the marvels of the consumer
age. Lo s light, resiliena,
impermeable, inere and strong
enough to support a load
20000 dmes 1t o weight,
These characteristics have
ade the plastic bag
mensely popular
with retailers and
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OPINION

Environmental concerns spark bio-degradable push

average, 46,0000 pleces of
plastic in cach square mile of
the coeans and thar plastc kalls
1EHLO00 marine animals and
bards yearly.

Activises have used such
numbers to prod politicians
INEG ACHON 10 S0
ik countriges, One
of the first to act

CONSUIMETs, Bnce

it was introduced
almost 30 years ago,
it has displaced
almost every other
torm of packaging
at cash registers
around the world.
According o some
estimartes, global
consumpion stands
berween 300 billion
and a rillon bags
annually, or abour
one million per minute,

Psposable plastic bags are
alse durable, Environmentalises
estimate that a bag dropped as
litter can take SCH) poe 1,000
years to dereriorate under the
influence of climate.

These two factors — popular-
ity and durability — have made
plastic bags an environmental
155LC 10 many countrics,
Actvists contend that as many
as tive billion of these things
wind up as litter every year.
They say that there are, on
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was Denmark
which, in 1994,
began taxing
retailers on the
basis of the

number of plastic
and paper bags
they handed our.
Merchants passed
on the charge o
consumers, which
led to a H6-per-cent
drop 1 use, Tawan
banned the free
distribution of bags in 2001,
Ireland introduced a s in
2002 and the consumption fell
by 90 per cent. French legisha-
tors have adopred a low ban-
ning non-degradable bags
effectve in 2010,

The issue — excessive and
wasteful use of plastic bags —
has hardly registered with
Canadians, Environmentalists
have not taken up the canse,
Mor have governments, Or
retailers. For the most pare,
they sull hand oue bags as of

there were an infinite supply
of the peooleum from which
they are made, (One excepuon
is the discount grocery chain
Price Choppers, a subsidi
MNiwa Scotia-based Sobey’s Inc,
T'hey charge 5.05 per bag at
therr 89 Ontario stones.)

Consumes, meanwhile, use
plastic bags to carry merchan-
dhise from the check-out coune-
er to the car and from the car
tor the home. Then they gener-
ally toss them in the garbage,
or use them o pick up dog
doo=doo, Omoaverage, 2 bag 1s
i wse for all of 200 mimares,

However, there is a tiny
Ouebec company, NamirSac,
located in the Montreal suburb
of Laval, that is anempring 1o
do something about this ade
of waste and indilference. The
MaturSac principals, Gerard
Faimbeault and Rooger
Charron, took up the chal-
lenge more or less by accident,

They have another company
that sells poine-ol=sale tech-
nology to retailers and they
frequently encountered
merchanes, particulardy those in
the health toods and nutrients
business, who were looking for
an alternative ro disposable
plasuc bags. Sensing an
opportuniry, Foaimbeaalt and
Charron investigated and
found the French-made

ary of

NEOSAC < a bio-degradable
polyethvlene bag which, its
developers say, will deteriorate
within three months when
exposed o the elements.

Twelve companies collabao-
rated on the development of
the product. They commis-
sioned a research faciliny called
the Centre d'Evaluation et de
Photoprotecion, which in
turn worked with a number
of French universities. The
chemical contents of the
MNEOSAC are proprietary and
have not been disclosed, bue
the product 15 a standard
polvethvlene bag that contains
a number of addidves,

I'he NEOSAC will remain
stable for up tooa vear in
storage or if used inside. The
developers say that of i 15 leli
outside and exposed o
sunlight and weather, it will
break down into water, carbon
dioxide and non-toxic residues
that can be consumed Ty
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Two years ago, Naturbac
acquired North American
distribution rights and
Charron began knocking on
doors in Quebec and pirching
the NEOSAC,

He started with small
merchants who sell healdh
foods, dietary supplements and
organc produce and moved

on to independent grocers
affiliated with Mewo, one of
the g food retailers in
Chacbec, Abour 100 of them
are now using the product and
Sobey's 15 testing them i four
Montreal stores,

All rold, NaturSac expects o
sell 300 million of its bags in
Chuebec this year. That sounds
huge, but its not, says
Charrm, “You'd fall off yvour
chair if you knew how many
bags are distributed in Guebec
annually,” he says.

The exact number probably
isn't known, since no one
keeps mack of such things, bt
he savs the three big grocery
chains in the provinee,
Prowvigo, Meoro and Sobey’s,
hand out an estmared 20
billion.

Charron and R ambeanlt are
so aptimistic about the market
potential that they want
build a plant to produce the
bags in Canada and they are
looking for backers,

The NEOSAC is an
mtriguing concept and would
alleviate a hitherto neglected
environmental problen.

But along with adopring
bio-degradable plastic bags,
consumers, retailers and
sovernments should be
reducing consumption, which
15, by any measure, shamefully
CRCEHHTVE,

(D Arcy Jenish can be reached
al jenishibusinessedge.ca)



