PLASTIC INDUSTRY NEW STRATEGY: IT’S TIME TO PLAY OFFENSE!

From the Die-Line, the CFECA Newsletter 

With the presidential election season in full-tilt I am reminded how “the more things change, the more they stay the same”. I started my career in the plastic industry in 1980 and the parallels between now and then are frightening. In 1980 America had hostages in Iran, gasoline shortages, and a bitter contest for the White House. Twenty-four years later we’ve replaced the unrest in Iran with a war in Iraq, the gas lines with all-time high gas prices, and the only difference in this year’s battle for the presidency are the names of the candidates. 

The similarities between the geo-political landscape of 1980 and today is not my biggest concern. The fact that 24 years later plastics continue to be the favorite target of environmental organizations and state government tells me whatever our industry has done since 1980 really hasn’t effectively changed anything. As a result, I believe it’s time for a new strategy. 

My career began with the paper industry bashing plastics in order to prevent the conversion of grocery sacks from paper to plastic. At the time our industry saw this as just the second verse of the anti-plastic chorus that began in the 60’s when we were forced to print child-warning messages on bags even though there never was any proof a single child ever suffocated from a plastic bag or film. In the 80’s the stakes of the game were elevated beyond the paper industry trying to hold on to market share. Housewives were enlisted to write letters to newspapers and environmentalists were duped into using flawed “evidence” to try and prevent the grocery sack conversion to plastic. While those actions did not succeed in stopping the growth of plastic, society’s view of plastic was galvanized in a negative way.

What we are left with today is the common belief that disposable plastics are ruining our environment. The products we make are blamed for killing marine and bird wildlife, choking off the ocean’s supply of plankton, and are widely reported to be the leading cause of litter, and the majority of our landfills. Our industry strategy has been to argue every one of these allegations “tit-for-tat” for the past 40 years. Today our most powerful associations continue to believe that this strategy is successful because we haven’t had our products banned or taxed; yet. While we may be winning battles I have the nagging feeling that we may be losing the war. The evaluation of our past success reminds me of the smoker that doesn’t need to quit smoking because he doesn’t have lung cancer. The flaw in this philosophy is waiting until the wolf is at the door is not a good strategy. What our industry needs to change the perception of plastic as bad for the environment is to get off of defense and go on offense. In business this is known as prevention instead of reaction and this is a far less costly, and more effective, strategy.

There is growing agreement among many that I have spoken to in our industry that it is time for a new strategy. This year the board of CFECA adopted a plan, which was created by members of our industry, to work with environmental organizations, consumers, and state government in an attempt to change the perception that disposable plastics are bad, and should be taxed or banned. The full text of the plan referred to as Environmentally Preferred Plastic Bags (EPPB) is published in this issue of the Die-Line. Following are the main points and strategy of the program: 

EPPB Program Overview:

The objective of this program is to establish initial environmental standards, implement an audit program, and create a certification for environmentally preferred producers of plastic film and bags. The EPPB program will concentrate on helping ensure plastic producers do not contribute to the pollution of the air, waterways and landfills.

EPPB Program Strategy:

· Create initial standards in key areas that affect the environment. 

· Establish a comprehensive auditing and certification program. 

· Certify plastic producers that adhere to the established standards by granting an EPPB certification. 

· Create awareness of the EPPB brand among film and bag users as well as interested environmental and government parties.

· Seek endorsement and support of the EPPB certification as the industry standard from environmental groups and interested government agencies.

· Request environmental groups and influential government agencies to encourage consumers of these products to purchase only from EPPB certified suppliers.
· Eliminate the need for government regulation by addressing environmental problems through the creation of a self-policing program that; 

· Identifies environmentally safe producers by virtue of their EPPB certification.

· Publishes the names of plastic producers with the EPPB certification that demonstrates they are serious about protecting the environment and promote their products honestly. 

· Encourages consumers of plastic bags to support EPPB suppliers by purchasing from them. 

EPPB Certification Standards:

Environmental standards for participants wishing to seek EPPB certification will be created for the following areas:
· Recycling: Arrange for recycling of their products, and utilize an appropriate amount of post-consumer recycled resin in their production process when practical. Any reported use of Post-Consumer Material (PCR) used in the manufacturing process must be independently certified.

· Air: All printing is performed in compliance with EPA regulations with minimal emissions of volatile organic compounds (VOCs).

· Waterways: Operation Clean Sweep pellet containment program is implemented and followed as well as preventing unprocessed industrial waste liquids to enter drains. 

· Landfills: All colorants, inks, and processing aids must be certified not to contain heavy metals by the standards established in AB455. 

· Community: Participate in highway or waterway clean up programs.

Simply stated, this program:

1. Makes sure plastics producers understand what the already established environmental standards are. 

2. Makes sure they are implemented.

3. Makes consumers, environmental organizations, and regulators aware of which manufacturers operate with the environment as a priority.

This program will continue to evolve however the brilliance of this approach is in its simplicity and practicality. Because this program is developed by our industry, it deals with the problems in a low-cost and focused manner. The basic tenet of this program is the belief that most American plastics manufacturers care about the environment and have already implemented available technologies and BMP’s to help protect our environment. 

Some “traditionalists” in our industry may call working with our past adversaries risky. With widespread industry adoption, the effect of this program on positively shaping public opinion towards plastics and staving off additional taxes or regulations could be profound. 

After more than twenty years, it is time to face the facts that our industry will continue to be vilified and will be subject to calls for outrageous taxation or worse. State governments need revenues and require deep-pocketed “villains” to exploit for monetary and political gain. We live in a time where “perception is reality” and the only way to change the current perception of plastic is to go on the offensive instead of waiting to defend our foes next attack. Plastic producers can make more of a difference by participating in the solutions with the environmentalists and regulators and working together to arrive at solutions to the environmental problems we face. Plastics are prevalent in our society and as the producers of them we should feel a collective responsibility to minimize any negative impact they might have in society. At its core, EPPB is simply a clearing house to certify that producers that want to be part of the solution understand what measures should be taken, and their corresponding standards that meet environmentally sound operating practices. 

I once heard insanity defined as “doing the same thing over-and-over without a positive result.” It’s time we as an industry stop the insanity and adopt a new plan of attack that actually produces a positive result instead of just moral victories. This program, which already has the support of several producers with operations in California, will be rolled out this Fall. A Standards Committee of industry experts has been formed and is in the process of reviewing the proposed technical standards and establishing auditing procedures. The initial goal of the campaign is to certify enough manufacturers so that the EPPB program will include a significant percentage of the producers who are responsible for sales of bags in the state. We anticipate using press releases as early as September 2004 to generate the initial interest among manufacturers and bag users. 

The EPPB program should be embraced by ALL plastic producers that want to ensure not only the future of our industry but of the planet as well. Please contact Norma Fox at the CFECA office if you would like to consider participating in the EPPB certification program.

