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Markets Slowly accept paper & cloth bags

Shyam Agarwal [run

New Delhi: Old habits die
hard, especially if theyarebad
habits toa. Tn the past, Delhi's
fondness for plastic bags has
continued despite bans and
awareness  drives.  However,
this time, change 1s in theain

The October 22 notifica-
tion of the Delhi government
that impoeed a blanket ban on
the u=s and manufacture of
plastic bags u:mne into fores
from November 25, Most af-
fected are \'emlm 5 :111[{ shop-
keepers, major contributors to
the 250,000 tonnes of plastic
waste the city generates every
vear, Many are now making
the crucial shift from plastic to
ecodfriendly options.

The most commonalterna-
tives to plastic bags are cloth
and paper hags. Cloth bagsare
uzed forheavier itemsand cost
nearly three times more by
weight — Rs 180 per kg as
against R-s G0 per kg of plastic
bags. Shopkeepers who have
made the switch are passing
onthe extra cost to the custom-
ersto maintain profitmargins,

The switch to ecofriendly
alternatives  depends, o a
large extent, on the kindof con-
sumers. In Khan Market, the
posh shopping hub i south
Delhi, nearly all shops inchad-
ing vegetable, fruit and meat
shops, have stopped  using
plastic bags since the consum-
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BAGFUL OF CHANGE: A customer at the INA Market (left); piles of bags made of alternative
material put up for sale at the Yusuf Sarai market

ers can afford to pay exira
money for a cloth bag Here,
some shops charge Bs 5 to 10
from customers if theywanta
cloth bag, Stillothers, like Mu-
hammar Aslam's meat shop
donot mind the exira cost cut-
ting into their profits. “We
can’'t be on the wrong side of
the law. We have an image o
maintain”, sayvs Aslam,
Howewver, in Meherchaned
Market fruit vendors like
Premchand still use plastic
bags. Sodovendors inthesub.
zi mandi of Kotla Mubarak-
pur “MNed ther Inormy custom-
ers can afford anything else. 1f
I start charging extra for the

cloth bags, the customer will
rejectme and simply buy from
the next vendor,” says Prem-
chand But Ray Kumar a
shoplieeper i Kotla  had
ancther way of looking at
things: “Stocking plastic bags
i an unnecessary expense,
hope the plastic ban comes o
fruition =0 that customers
bring their own shopping
bags and stop asking us for
plastic bags"

There are signs of growing
AWArENESs ANMONE CONSWIMErs
too, In INA madket, many
shoppers can be ssen carrying
ther own bags, usually made
of cloth ar jute. Many say they

would be willing to pay exirato
shoplieepers, “1 would gladly
ey fora cloth bag,” says an ex-
pat who did not want to be
named. “I don't like plastic.
But the davs T farget to bring
my own shopping bag, T am
forced to use plastic bags be-
cause these shopleepers don't
stock anything else”

SanjuGupta, a shoplesper
in ¥usuf Sarai, too, savs that
customers  are  becoming
aware and most have started
bringing their own shopping
begs,

The falling fortunes of
plastic wholesalers are an in-
dication of the city's changing

habits. Thesullen complaintof
one wholesale proprietor on
WVileas Marg reveals the other
side of the plastic story: “1
have had to lay off half of my
staff. The government is being
impractical in imposing the
ban. It is only the aam admi
who suffersthe meost.”

Howewver, they have no
chodee but to adapt. In the Yu-
suf Sarai marlet, cloth carry.
beags are displayed prominent-
Iv in the plastic ware shops,
Shoples pers claim plastic bag
aupplies have dried up though
black frash bags are available,
One shoplieeper; Mohit, said
the demand for eloth bags has
nearly doubled in the past few
days with “even golgappawal-
lazare asking for them™.

The question cne must ask
is why a similar ban in Janu-
ary 2008 chd not bring about a
similarchange.

The stringert provisions of
the ban - twolving hesvy pe
nalties ranging from Rs 10,000
o1 lakh - are passibly a major
deterrent. Teams from Delhi
Pallution Control Commities
and the emvironment depart-
ment have been visiting kira-
na stores, shopping malls and
hotels to cantion them against
use of plastic bags. Muham-
miad Aslam from Ehan Marliet
savs repeated checks by offi-
cials finally prompted him to
make the fransition to cloth
and paper bags.
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