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Consumers' environmental awakening
Few people in the world go through plastic bags like we do. Each man, woman and child in Hong Kong manages to get their hands on and throw away more than three a day. It adds up to more than 350,000 tonnes of them a year. Environmentalists have long called for action and, just a few days ago, the government came up with a proposal to put an environmental levy of 50 HK cents on plastic shopping bags. 

In my family, like many others, we have become conscious about taking our reusable environmental bag when we go shopping. Sometimes we forget, and if we're buying a lot, we have no choice but to take a plastic bag. But we have gradually become more aware and try not to use them. 

Experience in other places shows that levies can help. In Ireland, the use of plastic bags fell by 90 per cent after a tax equivalent to HK$1.50 was imposed. 

Retailers not only saved money, they even made more by selling reusable bags. Taiwan has seen a similar result after introducing a ban. Many cities in the United States are now enacting taxes or other curbs on them. 

The levy works because the financial incentive alerts people, and then they think about it and realise that using fewer bags will not just save money but make the environment better. So we will, I hope, see fewer plastic bags drifting in the street, floating in the harbour or flying 16 floors up outside my office windows. 

Hopefully, this proposal will go further and raise people's awareness about the need to accept bigger changes for the good of our environment. 

If you look at the big picture, clamping down on plastic bags will not make a huge difference. It will be worthwhile, but it will still leave us facing much bigger environmental problems concerning our air and water. If we are going to tackle those problems, it will take much more than a 50 HK cent levy on plastic bags. 

In Britain, policymakers are openly discussing scrapping all taxes on vehicles and petrol, and replacing them with hefty direct road use charges. All vehicles would be linked via the Global Positioning System to a network that would charge them for using roads according to vehicle type, time of day, route taken and distance travelled. 

Even more radical is the idea of personal carbon credits. People would have to spend credits every time they fill up their car, pay their electricity bill or buy an airline ticket. People who do not use all their credits could sell them to people who want more. In other words, it would be an emissions trading system for individuals. 

You can see how such plans, if they ever come into operation, would affect people's behaviour. This is the user pays principle applied to the planet's atmosphere. People would be able to directly measure the environmental cost of their energy consumption habits - indeed, they would effectively be sent a bill for them. 

Many of them would change their routines. They would save the car for special occasions, or use it only at certain times and places. The rest of the time, they would use mass transit systems. They would cut down on air conditioning and put the carbon credits they save towards a holiday flight. 

At the moment, these ideas are simply on the drawing board. But the fact that senior officials elsewhere are willing to discuss them should give us hope. Our officials have been nervous about proposing tougher action on environmental issues such as plastic bags, let alone road pricing or emissions controls, because they expect strong resistance from interest groups. 

They are being realistic. But if we can successfully cut our use of plastic bags (and we cannot really need 23 million a day), we can look ahead to more ambitious goals. With the right incentives, people can change their behaviour and be glad they did.

