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second for good.

take effect in the Capital from January 1, 2002. There could be no

better a New Year's gift for the citizenry and even for those not yet born.
But there could be yet many a slip between the cup and the lip. Environ-
mentalists and the conscientious residents of particularly the cities are
watching the developments with concern. In fact, the much-awaited ban,
as announced by the government, will be a crowning culmination to a long
and zealous campaign undertaken by a good many NGOs, the media,
social clubs and individuals. However, political and commercial odds
against a ban are made to look so large that some sceptic activists are not
willing to believe the ultimate until a moratorium actually takes effect. It is
only to strengthen the argument in favour of the much-needed ban, and to
lend support to the government decision and declaration that we bring to
our readers today the contextual contents of this page.

Carrier bags made of thin polythene sheets have for quite some years
now been adversely affecting our ecosystem in lieu of providing us with
some comforts, its waterproofing characteristics perhaps being its most
dominant and saleable attribute. The real danger with poly-bags, as they
are dotingly called, is that while its few good points are starkly visible, the
larger darker side of polythene lies concealed. For nearly two decades we
have in a way lived with a seemingly enchanting second wife while fool-
ishly ignoring the industrious and more useful first. Itis time to discard the

I T has been announced that a Government ban on polythene bags will

Discarded polythene bags have been responsible for many a woe of
the residents of the capital city. Clogged drains and flooding at the first
drop of rain have been most incommodious and visible, but experts have
been warning of unseen dangers such as cancer from effects of the
popular black and coloured polythene bags. Ground and riverbeds are
also severely affected, as are unwitting livestock and other animals.

Ban on the bags: Much needed, much awaited

Previous attempts by the government to ban the production and use of
the ephemeral poly-bags, primarily because of its unbridled disposal
practice, had been frustrated by lobbyists in favour of manufacturers, who
shall turn out to be the only losers. For any ban to even take off, it will be in
some ways obligatory on the government to create an environment for the
hundreds of poly-bag factories to phase into new ventures. It may also be
required to prop up such factories with financial relief for alternate
employment over a given span of time.

The interest of the manufacturers, minuscule compared to the harm
their products perform, should in no way deter the government from
launching the ban, which would be one of its most significant and laudable
achievements in its much-talked about first 100 days.

Once the big and difficult hurdle of the capital is overcome, one will
expect the ban to be extended to the whole of the country within another

one hundred days.

Let the future generations get to see polythene bags only in museums

under the caption, KILLER.

The author is Dean of the Faculty of Architecture and Planning, BUET and Consultant to the Editor on

Urban Issues.

Indiscriinately disposed of polythene bags pollute environment.

Effects of polythene on health

DR. SHISHIR KUMAR MAJUMDER
HEMICALLY Polythene is a
polymer of ethylene of high

molecular weight. It is a

thermoplastic material which when

heated gets softened due to weak-
ening of intermolecular forces and
melts. On cooling it solidifies again.

Hundreds of new polythene
products are appearing in the mar-
ket everyday? They are dramatically
proliferating into the common man's
life. Polythene product due to their
ease of use, hardiness, light weight,
waterproof nature and low cost has
found a wide applicability in modern
society. Itis largely used for packag-
ing and in most widely used as carry-
bags.

There are about 300 poly-bag
manufacturing plants in Bangladesh
producing about 1500 tons products
a day. About 50 lakh poly bags are
used in Dhaka city daily and one
crore in whole of the county 90% of
these poly bags are throne away
indiscriminately. Problems with
these polythene products are being
visualised more and more in succes-
sive days.

Direct effects polythene:

Polythene especially black poly-

thene contains carcinogenic sub-

stance. Polythene is polymers of
ethylene compound exist in a cova-
lent bond, which is not easily oxi-
dised. Polythene is made in pres-
ence of benzoyl peroxide an organic
solution as for example benzene
liquid, butane or propane. Usually
polythene is manufactured by gas-
phase polymerisation. The manu-
facturing process of polythene does
not yield complete polymerisation
but create different kinds of
monomeric vinyl chlorides. Heavy
concentration of these substances
is highly toxic and may cause Can-
cer. Toxic substances mix with food
materials when comes in direct
contact with polythene e.g. Bread,
Biscuits, Chips packed in polythene
cover.

Most of the brightly coloured
polythene (specially red and yellow)
contain agent like lead and cad-
mium. When food staffs are in con-
tract with this polythene, they
become contaminated. The contam-
inated food staffs when ingested
cause toxic effects on health.

Polythene materials may cause
dermatitis when remains prolonged
contract with skein.

Small children play with ploy bags
and make facemask with it. Non-
porous poly bags may lead to acci-

dental suffocation for the child.

Domestic animals often ingest
poly bags containing garbage. They
may cause intestinal obstruction
and die out of it.

Scavenger birds like crow suffers
from food crisis due to disposing
waste food materials in poly bags. It
disturbs our biodiversity.
Environmental Pollution:

Soil pollution:

Polythene is not a biodegradable
substance. It remains in the soil for
years together without any change.
Due to presence of non-porous
polythene air cannot pass easily in
soil. Passage of water is also
restricted in the soil by polythene.
Soil does not get sunlight due to the
presence of polythene. Beneficial
bacteria are destroyed by poly-
thene. Thus fertility of the soil is
lowered and as such food produc-
tion is reduced. If most of the culti-
vating lands are affected by poly-
thene nutritional problem will occur
inthe country.

Water Pollution:

Heaps of polythene bags block the
water passage in the normal drains
and sewers. This causes water
logging in the community place.
Stagnant water becomes contami-
nated with various are unwanted

substances. There will be problem of
safe water supply in the community.
Out break of water-borne disease
like diarrhoea, dysentery will occur
more frequently. Polluted logged
water may cause dermatitis.
Stagnant waters in drains, shal-
low lands and small collection of
water in scattered poly bags will be
the breeding place for mosquitoes.
Mosquito-borne diseases like
Malaria, Filaria, Dengue, Encephali-
tis will spread more in the commu-
nity.
Air Pollution:
Polythene is collected by tokais
(street urchins) form the street.
These are stocked by junk-dealers
and sale to manufacturing plants for
recycling the polythene materials
and production of new polythene.
Burning of polythene produces toxic
fumes and thus air pollution occurs.
Toxic substances like hydrogen
cyanide, dioxin etc are liberated
which are highly toxic for health.
They destroy the human immune
system. The burnt fumes form
polythene destroy the ozone layer in
the atmosphere and thus produce
green house effect in the atmo-
sphere.

Polythene -- it must go finally

KAzI MOHAMMAD SHEESH AND
KYAw SHA CHING

NE of the benefits of many

scientific and technological

developments is the inven-
tion, production and use of plastics
and Polythene. Any new product,
which is very easy to use, cheap by
cost and use of which becomes
indispensable, becomes in a very
short span of time, a popular com-
modity for use in our daily life. Plas-
tics and the Polythene are such
popular commodities. Broadly
speaking plastics is also a kind of
Polythene. While we started accept-
ing Polythene as an essential com-
modity for our everyday use we
never thought that Polythene bags,
which is very useful as a single unit
for individual use would become
collectively a threat to the whole of
humanity or society. As we did not
know the consequence, a new
question has arisen as to whether
we should continue using Polythene
or should we endeavour on destroy-
ing it? The answer may not be
simply assertive or negative. Before
we go for discussing that aspect let
us review the history of Polythene
and its use in our country.

The word 'Plastic' comes from the
Greek word 'Plastik’, which literally
means 'anything mouldable'. Poly-
thene is a complex chemical com-
pound. Its chemical name is Poly-
ethylene Fibre. In our country, the
chemicals used as raw materials for
production of Polythene are Poly-
propylene (PP), low density Poly-
ethylene (LDPE), high density
Polyethylene (HDPE). Polythene
produced with PP is transparent and
usually used extensively for packing
garments and other exportable
materials. Polythene produced with
LDPE is semi-opaque. It is used for
producing a range of items popu-
larly known as plastics - hangers,
water tanks, and household and
office items. HDPE is mainly used
for the production of shopping bags.
About 90% of these bags are con-
sumed locally and 10% is exported
as Polythene bags. The HDPE
Polythene bags, for the extent of
their use and the manner of their
disposal, are prime among all the
Polythene products that are causing
hazard to our environment. Our
concern is mainly the HDPE Poly-
thene bags. All of the chemicals
used for production of the Polythene
areindividually recyclable.

Polythene was first invented in
the second half of the last century. In
USA it was first produced in 1958
when it also came into use. The
history of establishment of the
Polythene industry in our country is
very recent. In 1982 two or three
small-scale industries started
producing Polythene in our country.
At present there are about two
thousand industries of plastics and
Polythene in the country. Out of
these the number the HDPE Poly-
thene factories are about 300 of
which about 250 are situated in and
around Dhaka City. The average
daily production of these factories is
about 1.5 to 5 tons. Everyday more
than 15 million pieces of various
kinds of Polythene bags are pro-
duced from these factories. Only in
20 years, on the one hand, the
demand for the Polythene has
grown tremendously and on the
other hand; this product has
become a great threat to the envi-
ronment. As a result, persons con-
scious of the environment have
become concerned about the use of
Polythene. To reach a conclusion
regarding continuation of the use of
Polythene or its cessation, we must
know more about Polythene, some
of which are given below.

Out of 15 million pieces of Poly-
thene bags used per day throughout
the country Dhaka City alone use
about 6 million pieces. About 40% of
the users of Polythene bags belong
to the low-income group and about
30% are their representatives.
About 25% belong to the middle
class. The remaining 5% belong to
the upper class and others. Itis also
to be observed that everyday about
52% of the users buy or get free-of-
cost new Polythene bags while they

go for shopping, meaning that more
than 50% of the Polythene bags are
used for one-time only.

The amount of foreign exchange
earned from the export of Polythene
is not at all negligible. This amounts
to about Tk.1000 million per year.
The most important sector in earn-
ing our foreign exchange the gar-
ments sector uses the PP variety
extensively. It is used also for pack-
ing individual garment and other
items.

The advantage for use of the
Polythene is that it is very cheap,
waterproof, very light in weight,
easily available and it is mostly used
as one-time use item.

Despite of all these inherent
advantages we should critically
examine the various bad affects of
Polythene and causes of those
effects. The very quality for which
Polythene is useful to individual
users is again the reason for its
harmful effects on the collective
society foremost among them is
that Polythene is not biodegradable.
Polythene does not dissolve in
water or mix with the soil. Due to the

accumulation of Polythene the flow
in domestic sewers, storm sewers,
drains, canals and other water
bodies of the cities are being inter-
rupted. Only in Dhaka City there are
about 10 million pieces of leftover
Polythene bags scattered here and
there over the ground surface. In
rivers, canals, lakes and other water
bodies the accumulation of Poly-
thene causes hindrances in the
movement, reproduction and nor-
mal livelihood of fishes and other
aquatic lives. Polythene accumu-
lated under the earth surface is
barring the passage of the sunlight
into it, which hinders in the develop-
ment of fertility and the streaming of
the soil. It damages the bacteria,
which are helpful for the enrichment
of fertility of the soil, and the soil
gradually becomes permanently
unfertile. In our country, only about
20% of the used Polythene is recy-
cled and this too is done in a non-
scientific manner. Used Polythene
is burnt into moulds. During burning
the melting temperature reaches to
about 120 to 130 degree Celsius.
Carbon, Carbon dioxide, Carbon
monoxide, Hydrogen Cyanide etc.
gases are emitted during this burn-
ing process. Black smoke and these
emitted gases pollute the air signifi-
cantly, which are hazardous to
health. Though the Plastics are just
about 3% of the total wastes, they
account for 30% by volume and are
amajor threat to the environment.
Yet another harmful aspect of
Polythene derives from perhaps its
most popular use food wrapping.
Black and brightly coloured Poly-
thene bags are more hazardous to
health. Foods contacted to the
chemicals used in the black Poly-
thene become harmful for human
consumption. This may even cause
dreadful diseases like cancers.
Researches have revealed that
three kinds of highly toxic chemicals
are used for producing low-grade
Polythene bags. These are aro-
matic compounds of Benzene,
Polyvinyl compound and dyes. The
first two dissolves easily in fat. Dyes
readily dissolve in the foods in
contact with it. Due to low cost of
production and users psychology of
reluctance to use transparent

Polythene bags: What can we do?

AMIT RANJAN DEY

Y now perhaps everyone has

heard that polythene bags
are a huge problem for the
environment. They clog our drains,
they pollute our soil, they release
cancer-causing dioxin, and they
store water, which can become a
home to disease-causing mosqui-
toes.

When polythene bags were first
introduced in Bangladesh in 1982,
few were used. Most people then
still relied on jute, cloth, and paper
bags. But over the years, polythene
bags became so common as to
seem absolutely necessary for our
existence, while jute, formerly called
the "golden fibre", steadily declined.
Not only is jute far better for the
environment, being a plant and
decomposing when thrown away,
but jute production also creates jobs
for far more people than does the

production of polythene bags.

So we all know that polythene
bags are a problem. Some people
say that the government should ban
them. Others say the government
should raise the tax on the raw
materials, so that they become more
expensive and thus less used. But
what about the responsibility of the
ordinary citizen, who returns from
market each day with five or ten
polythene bags? We might say that
one individual can do nothing, that
as long as everyone else continues
to use polythene bags our actions
are meaningless, that we can only
actwhen the government does.

But whose environment is it?
Who suffers when the drains are
clogged? Who suffers from the
ugliness of piles of polythene bags
littering our ponds and lakes? Who
suffers when our soil loses its fertil-
ity? If we leave every problem for
the government to resolve, and do

not even put positive pressure on
government to resolve them, then
what right do we have to complain?

Rather than talking about how
terrible polythene bags are and
saying we are helpless, why not take
action now? lItis easy to carry a jute
or cloth bag to the market, and to
have the vendors put everything in
ourbags. lItis easytoask vendorsto
use a paper bag instead of one
made of polythene. If we don't have
a bag, we can put all our vegetables
into one polythene bag, instead of
taking a separate bag for each item.
If we need 30 or 40 bags a week, we
can try to get down to five or fewer.
Week after week, year after year,
that is a huge number of bags. And
we can encourage our family mem-
bers, friends, and colleagues to do
the same.

When we see how easy it is to get
by with very few polythene bags, we
will understand that solutions are

already available, right now. The
solutions are to return to the environ-
mentally friendly bags that we dis-
carded in favour of polythene, to
change our individual behaviour,
and to petition the government to
make polythene bags less afford-
able, and thus less popular. If we
care about our country and our
environment, we will act now, rather
than continuing to wait for a govern-
ment or some mysterious force to
save us.

Reducing plastic bag use:
Case study of a Bangladeshi
housing community

Clogged drains that contribute to
flooding, creation of massive quanti-
ties of non-decomposing litter,
leaching of dangerous chemicals
into the environment, decline of the
jute industry, and major job losses,
are just a few of the adverse and
harsh reactions, as people switch
from jute to polythene (thin plastic)

bags.

In order to address the problem of
polythene bag use, Work for a Better
Bangladesh (WBB) launched a
project in a community in Dhaka.
Home to thousands of government
workers and their families, the
formerly pleasant and clean
grounds had become littered with
the remains of plastic bags, posing a
threat to small children, cows, and
the soil, as well as becoming an
eyesore to all the residents and
passers-by.

WBB arranged for trash collection
from each home. Trash baskets
were sold to the residents. The
residents were happy to pay a small
monthly fee for the convenience,
which funded the project. WBB staff
also provided stickers and leaflets
promoting alternate bag use; talked
to families about the issues, posted
publicity signs about the project in
the residential area, and conducted

repeated surveys. Over a six-month
period, average household use of
the bags dropped from 4.2 to 2.8
eachday.

Further measures to reduce
polythene bag use may include:

A Lobbying the government for:

A a lower limit on the thinness of
plastic bags, so as to increase
their cost.

A an increase on the tax on raw
materials used for bag produc-
tion.

A a cessation on new licenses to
polythene bag manufacturers.

A Promoting alternatives: trash
baskets, use of bags made of
locally available (biodegradable)
materials.

A Building awareness among the
general population, shopkeep-
ers, and the government about
the problems of polythene bags
and possible alternatives.

Environmentalists demanding ban on polythene bag.

Polythene bags manufacturers
prefer to produce large quantities of
black Polythene. And coloured
ones, too.

Considering all these ill effects,
banning the production and the use
of Polythene has emerged as a
commonsense way out. On several
occasions, decision was taken to
ban Polythene, partially or wholly.
An ironical story regarding the ban
of the Polythene may be cited. Afew
years ago news was televised
regarding an inter-ministerial meet-
ing wherein the adverse effects of
the Polythene were elaborately
discussed. Among other decisions
the need for immediate banning of
the Polythene was taken. On the
same day another televised news
showed the minister, who presided
over the previously mentioned inter-
ministerial meeting, was distributing
cooked rice (khichuri) among flood
victims in Polythene bags; most of
the bags were of black Polythene. In
such a situation could we be able to
take a decision regarding the two
extremes - whether to ban the
Polythene or to continue use of the
Polythene?

Almost all the countries in the
world are producing and using
Polythene bags. This was the rea-
son for the influx of foreign-made
Polythene bags in our country in
1994 when Polythene production
was banned for a short period.

Keeping in mind various realistic
aspects and practical needs, some
researches are going on to produce
a new kind of Polythene that would
not pollute the environment. Some
new technologies are also under-
way. Researches for producing
biodegradable Polythene are going
on full steam. It is claimed that this
technology known as New
Degradable Plastic Technology
(using the chemical BOPP) will be
able to produce such Polythene that
would be automatically decom-
posed after a certain period of time.
This technology was first used in the
UK in 1998. Some other developed
countries have also started using
this technology. This product is
costlier.

Recently in India, experimental
researches were carried out to
successfully produce biodegrad-
able Polythene using Tapioca
(known locally as sabudana). But
the production cost for this would be
15% to 20% higher than that of
conventional Polythene. Similar
researches should also be under-
taken in Bangladesh.

Some foreign garment buyers
prefer to use this type of Polythene
for packing. So as per requirement
of the foreign buyers this type of
Polythene is imported from other
countries. This expensive Poly-
thene is used for packing exportable
garments and other items to con-
form special orders. Therefore,
these are not disposed of in our
country.

There is no doubt that we will be
able to employ this New
Degradable Plastic Technology in
the near future. It is however unfor-
tunate that we have to perceive
everything lately. Before adoption of
any new technology, particularly
those not invented by us, the
adverse effects of the product must
be evaluated. In the past we have
welcomed and adopted many

technologies for immediate solution
to our needs without considering
their adverse implications on our
environment Before we employ this
new technology, we must examine
any possible hostile environmental
affects of Polythene produced by
the New Degradable Plastic
Technology.

We are very happy to learn that
recently the government has taken
measures to ban, even if gradually,
one kind of the Polythene, the
HDPE shopping bags. At the first
phase this Polythene bags will be
banned in Dhaka city from January
2002. The ban area will be
expanded phase wise to the whole
country. For the time being, if we are
notin a position to completely cease
the adverse affects done by the
Polythene, we can try to reduce the
adverse effects of it to a substantial
extent by adopting some measures.
A The Polythene bags available in
our country are so thin, cheap and
easily available (in most cases
available free-of-cost) that we use a
new Polythene bag every time
instead of using the same Polythene
bags for several times. So this
Polythene bags, specially the black
Polythene bags (not those used for
collecting wastes) must be banned
immediately. Other bright coloured
Polythene bags contain harmful
metals like Lead and Cadmium.
This should also be banned without
delay. We hope this time the govern-
ment will be able to achieve this goal
as envisaged in the recent decision
regarding this. In the mean time,
only thick and fancy Polythene bags
with handles may be used, instead
of the kind of Polythene bags pres-
ently used. As those will be costlier
and fancy, users will be encouraged
to use the same bag for several
times. We must grow habits of using
the same Polythene bag for several
times.

A We must be aware that Poly-
thene does not itself pollute the
environment as the two-stroke
engines. In case of the Polythene
the user is the main polluter. We
could reduce the pollution due to the
Polythene substantially if we could
use the Polythene appropriately and
proficiently.

A Used Polythene bags should be
disposed of along with the Plastics
and other wastes only at the places
or dustbins, as designated by the
city corporation or such authority.
Measures should be taken to
develop mass awareness in this
regard.

A Local (paara, mahallah) clubs,
voluntary organisations, NGOs may
take initiatives to collect Polythene,
the Plastics and other wastes from
residences, roads, etc. for disposal
at proper location.

A Measures should be taken to
develop mass awareness regarding
emission of gas in the production of
Polythene and the adverse affects
ofthe use of Polythene.

A Alternative materials to Poly-
thene should be thought of. In this
regard, use of environment-friendly
materials like paper and jute bags
may be encouraged.

A Propaganda should be under-
taken for developing mass aware-
ness to reduce use of Polythene and
to involve the mass in this move-
ment.

A If it is not possible to ban Poly-
thene totally, itis necessary to make
it mandatory to adopt scientific
methods for recycling and natural
degradation.

A Before it becomes possible for
us to ban Polythene, the users must
be made conscious that improper
use of Polythene is a punishable
offence.

A If possible, to ban Polythene
finally after taking successive steps
forreduction of Polythene.

A To examine the effectiveness of
the newly invented degradable
Polythene.

Kazi Mohammad Sheesh is Chief Engineer,
DWASA, and an active Member of The Daily Star-
BUET-Bangladesh Scouts Citizens Group under
Agenda for Urban Concern for fighting pollution in
the City.

Kyaw Sha Ching is Sub-Divisional Engineer,
DWASA.

Campaign against hazardous polythene bag.
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