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Introduction 

This report is a formal submission to HM Treasury, for the government consultation on 

tackling the plastic problem - using the tax system or charges to address single-use 

plastic waste.  

This submission responds to questions in the government consultation document.  The 

information given to the pupils about the issues came directly from that document, and 

was presented neutrally. 

The submission is from Pupils 2 Parliament, a project to enable school pupils to 

consider and feed in their views to parliamentary, national government and national 

body public consultations and inquiries.  The project has been approved by the Clerks 

of both Houses of Parliament to use the term ‘Parliament’ in its title. 

Pupils 2 Parliament aims to bring the particular experience and viewpoint of children 

and young people to those conducting inquiries and consultations - plus the uniquely 

fresh thinking, sense of fairness, and challenging analysis that children and young 

people bring to decisions and policies. 

The project also gives school pupils the chance to learn about and consider key 

decisions being made by parliament, national government and public bodies, and 

genuinely to participate in democracy by feeding their views into real national 

decisionmaking. 

We independently gather children’s and young people’s views through discussions 

with groups of pupils, with a member of school staff taking notes of the pupils’ views.  

We specialise in putting the issues and questions even-handedly, without leading 

pupils in any way or suggesting any responses.  All views come spontaneously from 

pupils, with no adult prompt on what they should say.  

This submission contains all pupil views given, without selection, comment or addition.  

The views reported are entirely pupils’ own views, and nothing but pupils’ views. 

The views and proposals in the submission came from four separate groups of pupils 

aged from 9 to 11, at Hob Green Primary School, Stourbridge, Gig Mill Primary School, 

Stourbridge (where two groups were held), and Staunton-on-Wye Endowed Primary 

School, Hereford.  A total of 119 pupils gave their views in these four consultation 

groups. 
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Defining ‘single-use plastics’ 

The government consultation document asks if people agree with the government’s 

definition of “single-use plastics”.  We told the children the government definition:  that 

‘single-use plastics’ means everything that is all, or partly, made of plastic, and which 

is meant to be used either once, or for just a short time, before being thrown away. 

After the children had discussed examples of single-use plastics, and we had made 

sure that they understood each of the words in the definition, we asked them whether 

they thought this definition was clear enough, or whether they thought the government 

needs to do some more work to make it clearer. 
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Overall, by 62 to 51, the children thought that the government definition was clear 

enough as it is.  Slightly over half the children (54% of those answering this question) 

therefore thought the definition was clear enough. 

There were some suggestions for making the definition clearer.  These were to give 

more examples of single use plastics, to use simpler words that children and people 

generally can understand, and to make recycling labelling say clearly whether 

something is single use plastic.  It would then become something people could easily 

recognise and try to buy and use less of.   

Many thought it was important to say that white polystyrene packing counted as single 

use plastic – it is not clear that this is even plastic, or whether it can be recycled or not.  

People can’t always answer the question “does polystyrene stay around for ever?” – 

but this is an important question for the environment. 

Equally, “some things you think are plastic, are not”. 

One criticism of the title ‘single-use plastic’ was that “it is good in a title, but not easy 

to understand in a sentence”. 

Suggested simpler and easier definitions to understand were “plastic after you’ve used 

it for what it is supposed to be used for”, “plastic you can only use once”, or “one use 

plastic”. 

Many pupils said that one problem with describing something as ‘single-use plastic’ 

was that this didn’t allow for many single-use plastics being either recycled, or for 

single-use plastic being used for something else after its intended use.  There needs to 

be a label for the worst single-use plastic - that is plastic that is not only single use, but 

is not recyclable afterwards:  “single use plastic you only use once and can’t be 

recycled”. 

The children identified many plastic items that should always be allowed, as plastic is a 

good hygienic material for them to be made of, and they are not single use as they are 

meant to be used many times.  These include plastic cups, bowls and cutlery 

(especially for small children), drinking bottles (which many children have at school), 

plastic bottles and containers that can be reused and are safer than breakable glass, 

hygienic storage boxes for food, medical inhalers, baby bottles and sterilisers (which 

are important to keep very clean and to be unbreakable), prosthetics, laminated items, 

cable ties, PE and other mats, knitting needles, waste bins, elastic containing plastic 

on clothing (such as ties), children’s toys (even things such as hula hoops!), plastic 

chairs and high chairs, door handles and light switches.  One child suggested that 

plastic should still be used for some very unusual items – such as mannequins. 
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What single-use plastic items are so important that they should always be allowed, and 

not be taxed to make them more expensive? 

 

The pupils gave two sorts of answers to this question.  First, there were items that they 

thought were vital special items that had to be made of plastic, even if they were 

single-use.  Then there were things they thought were important useful things that it 

would be helpful for people still to have made out of single-use plastic. 
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The vital special items were doctor’s gloves, insulation around electrical wires, 

spectacles and spectacle frames, containers of baby food, and medicine and tablet 

bottles and containers. 

 

The important everyday things that should continue to be made our of single-use 

plastics were (not in any particular order) sticky tape, hygienic wrapping for food that 

keeps it fully covered and unable to fall out, door handles, stickers that need to be 

stuck on items, cling film, bubble wrap, tubs and containers for food, crisp packets to 

keep the contents crisp and dry, and disposable gloves for cooking and gardening. 

 

One pupil proposed a target for reducing our use of plastic: 

 

 “we should about halve plastics, as we do need some”. 
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What are the most important reasons for reducing the use of single use plastics? 

 

The government document gave a list of concerns about single use plastics, and asked 

which of these people thought were the most important.  We asked our groups of 

children to vote on whether or not they thought each of the concerns on the list was 

one they thought was really, really important to them. 

 

Here is the list, in the children’s order of importance, with the most important first, and 

with the the number of children who voted that concern as really really important: 

 

Single-use plastics can break down into microplastics and get into our food chain (111 

children) 

 

Wildlife can eat plastic waste or get tangled up in it (106 children) 

 

It can carry chemicals around on it which can be harmful to soil, water and wildlife (91 

chldren) 

 

Plastic litter can get spread over the countryside and waterways (87 children) 

 

Some types of plastic can’t easily be recycled so end up in landfill (86 children) 

 

When thrown away it doesn’t break down and can last for hundreds of years (85 

children) 

 

Putting non-recyclable plastic into landfill wastes the money that was spent on making 

it (61 children) 
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Plastic waste can end up in sensitive places like the Arctic, and spoil them (50 

children) 

 

A lot of plastic ends up as litter in towns and cities (30 children). 

 

In summary, the children were most concerned about single-use plastic ending up in 

the human food chain or harming wildlife, but less concerned about plastic polluting 

the Arctic or littering towns and cities. 

 

Children had heard a lot about the harm plastic does in the sea, but they asked major 

questions about possible harm from plastic getting incorporated into the soil: 

 

 “does plastic damage the trees so that they produce less oxygen?” 

 “Can plastics get into the vegetables that we eat?” 

 

They asked that the government find out and give information to the public on these 

two key questions. 

 

Two final comments on the government list of reasons to reduce single-use plastic 

were:  

 

 “money isn’t the most important, food chains and wildlife are more important” 

 “landfill can be dangerous for underground creatures”. 
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What uses of single-use plastic could we replace with something better? 

 

Children made many suggestions of what could be used instead of many current uses 

of plastic:  tin foil for cooking and wrapping uses, rubber for toys and medical gloves, 

cardboard or paper (including newspaper) for packaging, metal instead of plastic for 

door and window frames and door handles, glass for bottles (including milk bottles), 

potato starch for bags, wrappers and phone cases, metal for many small items now 

usually made of plastic (like dog bowls), cardboard for drinking straws, cardboard for 

all takeaway containers, rice paper for food wrapping, paper, cotton, wool, rope and 

wicker for bags and baskets, non-plastic gel for disposable drink containers (like those 

used for marathon runners), printed paper instead of plastic wrappings for electronic 

games, ordinary printed recyclable paper instead of non-recyclable shiny Christmas 

and birthday wrapping paper incorporating plastic (that ends up having to be burnt), 

greaseproof paper for cling film or other single-use plastic food wrapping, leaves and 

other natural materials for bags and wrappings, paper or cardboard for insulated cups 

instead of ones with plastic linings (for example at fast food outlets), scrunched paper 

instead of bubble wrap, and wood for many things that are now made of plastic (such 

as buttons and toggles on clothing, and disposable cutlery).  As one pupil said, “why 

don’t we use real wood instead of plastic that looks like wood?” 

 

There were though some worries about replacing plastic with other things: 
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 “If we wrap in paper, wouldn’t it mean that we use more trees?  If we get rid of the 

plastic problem, we’ll get a tree problem.  And less oxygen.”  
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What can be done to encourage people to stop buying and using single-use plastic, or 

to re-use single plastic things again? 

 

Children were clear that knowledge of the harm plastic does to wildlife and the 

environment should make people want to stop using so much of any sort of it.  It is “a 

bad material”.  It kills things in the sea, does not dissolve away and can harm and kill 

all sorts of creatures.  Animals, and creatures such as sea turtles, can easily choke on 

waste plastic.  It could even drive make some creatures extinct.  Some were 

concerned that plastic could be destroying our ozone layer – especially as some of it 

gets burned to try to get rid of it.  Even though plastic can be good, it is damaging sea 

life, and “plastic is very hard to get out of the sea once it’s there”.  One view was that 

“plastic should not be here any more at all, because it kills animals”. 

 

Another point made was that any sort of litter can be harmful, not just plastic litter.  

People need to be more aware of the harm other things can do if they are thrown away 

– “beer cans can be harmful too”.  In one group there was a call that the “government 

should be more strict on littering”.   

Many children thought it is very important to tell people how to re-use single-use 

plastic for other things, and to make single-use plastic things easier to re-use (for 

example to make plastic bottles strong enough to be reused, and suitable to use for 

storing things in the freezer).   

You can reuse plastic bags (like zip up bags, or bags with plastic ties) to put other 

things in rather than throwing them away – “although they say single-use plastic, they 

can be re-used multiple times”.  You can reuse plastic bottles and plastic milk 

containers for lots of other things (to store juices, for example), and you can re-use 

plastic tubs and containers.  Much single-use plastic can be reused in art and crafts - 

indeed, schools often reuse single-use plastic for children’s project work (one group 

gave the example of how when younger, they had made amphibious vehicles out of 

single-use plastic at school). 

There was also support for schemes like deposit schemes, to encourage return of 

plastic bottles and other containers for cleaning and recycling or re-use.  As well as 

this, there was a need to discourage unnecessary wrapping – for example, by leaving 

magazines unwrapped when they are posted to people. 

One group considered the idea of introducing a licence that you had to buy for selling 

or wrapping things in single use plastic.  They however dismissed this, as big stores 

could probably afford it, and smaller stores would probably join together to buy a 

licence, and the problem would get worse.  They decided that only a complete ban on 

single use plastic as a wrapping would be likely to stop shops using it. 
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Because the idea of encouraging people to find new uses for single-use plastic had 

been proposed by so many children, we asked everyone in one group to vote on the 

idea.  Out of 30 children voting, 27 voted in favour of the government encouraging 

people to re-use single-use plastics, with 3 voting that it would be better just to stop 

people using so much single-use plastic in the first place.  The idea of finding ways to 

re-use plastic that is meant to be single use was strongly favoured by the children. 

The government should encourage re-use :  “the government should explain re-using 

single-use plastics on the news”, and “explain how single-use plastics should be used”.  

They could also “encourage people to buy ‘forever’ plastic items” - to “choose things 

that can be re-used forever”. 

But it is also important to “take some plastic out of circulation” and to “stop making as 

many things out of plastic”. 

Since children thought that single-use plastic should be re-used once it had been 

bought, and recyclable plastic should always be properly recycled, there was a 

proposal that the government should “make it against the law to throw plastic away”, 

to make people keep re-using or recycling it. 

Re-using single-use plastic for something else reduces waste and takes it out of the 

definition of ‘single-use plastic’.  But there were two opposite views on reusing it:   

 “Everything is re-usable because you can always find something to do with it”, and  

 “I disagree with re-using as there will still be too much plastic in the world”. 
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The children’s vote on the government’s proposal to put more tax on things made from, 

or wrapped in, single-use plastic, to make them more expensive 

 

The government wants to know how much support there is for their proposal to reduce 

the amount of single-use plastic made and used, by putting an extra tax on things made 

from it or wrapped in it, and so making them more expensive.  We asked the children in 

all our groups to vote on this. 

 

120 children cast their votes on the proposal.  Overall, they were supported the 

government’s proposal for a single-use plastic tax, by 65 votes to 55.  Just over half 

(54%) therefore voted for the government proposal. 

 

The point was made that if people stopped buying so much single-use plastic because 

it was more expensive, then many companies making it or using it for wrapping things 

would go out of business, which would reduce the supply of single use plastic a lot.  

Against this, there was a concern that so much single use plastic is made at the 

moment that once an extra tax is introduced, there will still be a lot of the stuff already 

made to get used up, and that companies might still want to make it and encourage its 

use even if it does cost more.  It could happen that “there will be plastics made but not 

used”. 

 

A proposal was made that a way of making the most out of adding a tax on single-use 

plastic was not to tell people it had been added – which would lead to people getting 
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angry with having to pay more for things made of or wrapped in it, to complain about it, 

and immediately not to buy it any more! 

 

One comment on the government proposal was that it would help if the money raised 

from a plastics tax – and also the money raised from the 5p charge on plastic bags – 

was put towards solving the plastics problem. 

 

Finally, there was a concern that some people with little money might not be able to 

afford the higher price of single-use plastic, which was unfair as people with more 

money could still afford it and so carry on using it:  “I voted (against) because some 

people might not have enough money and then they won’t have enough money for 

things they need”, “people with less money don’t have enough to afford things”. 
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I am grateful to the Heads and staff of Hob Green Primary School, Gig Mill Primary 

School, and Staunton-on-Wye Endowed Primary School for letting me carry out this 

consultation discussion with their pupils, especially to the members of staff who took 

notes of the pupils’ votes and views, and above all to the pupils themselves who as 

always gave their fresh thinking, views and ideas for this report. 

 

Dr Roger Morgan OBE 

Pupils 2 Parliament 

29th May 2018 

 


