
 
Setting the Record Straight About Plastic Bags and Their Alternatives:  

Common myths and misperceptions from bag ban opponents 
(Last Updated 9.17.2014) 

 
Myth: Plastic bags have a lower environmental impact than paper or reusable bags. 
The amount of time a plastic bag is used by a consumer (roughly 12 minutes or less) is long outlasted by the amount of 
time it exists after being disposed of or littered in the environment (estimates of up to hundreds of years).  Many of the 
studies comparing bags are written in geographical locations rendering them inapplicable to California.  

According to a life cycle assessment (LCA) conducted by California State University (CSU) Chico, reusable bags made 
from recycled polyethylene have a lower environmental footprint than plastic bags after as few as 8 uses. They use 50% 
less energy, have 40% less impact on greenhouse gas emissions and solid waste resources, and use 30% less water. Of 
course, increased reuse of these bags will provide even greater environmental benefit with up to 90% reduced impacts.i 

Myth: Plastic bags are not a problem because they are a small part of the litter stream. 
Plastic bags are lightweight and compact, but have disproportionate impact because they don’t biodegrade. Every year 
the International Coastal Cleanup picks up trash along waterways in a worldwide collaborative effort to clean up litter. 
For the last few years, ICC volunteers have reported that plastic bags are among the five most commonly found items 
during these cleanups.ii In 2004, LA County found as much as 25% of litter (in weight) collected in its storm catch basins 
was plastic bags.iii 

Myth: Reusable bags aren’t safe. They are unsanitary and have bacteria and toxic metals. 
As concluded by a reusable bag study in 2010, bacteria in reusable bags are also found on other common surfaces that 
come in contact with meat products, and bags should be cleaned occasionally. However, there was no evidence that 
reusable bags contain anything close to dangerous levels of bacteria, or that the e.coli strains found were in fact 
dangerous.iv 

A 2012 law and economics research paper that attempted to link emergency room visits with the San Francisco bag 
ordinance was criticized by a City health officialv for its poor study design and lack of sufficient evidence. The research 
paper was not peer reviewed before circulation.  

Additionally, one of the authors of recent case study regarding a norovirus outbreak in Oregon, noted that the “story 
had nothing to do with disposable bags, reusable bags, or anything similar…In this case it was a reusable bag…but it 
could just have easily been  a disposable plastic bag, a paper bag, a cardboard box…or the nearby countertops. The 
people got sick because they ate the food that involved touching the packages that were in the bag. Probably some of 
them never even touched the bag...” vi    

There is also specific language in the existing definitions of reusable bags to ensure that the bags do not contain lead, 
cadmium or other heavy metal in toxic amounts, and are made from a material that can be cleaned or washed.vii  

Myth: Plastic bag recycling is an underestimated, viable solution to plastic bag litter. 
According to a 2011 CalRecycle report on plastic bag and film recycling collected in California stores, plastic carryout 
bags were recycled at a 3% rate in 2009.viii Despite establishing a statewide infrastructure for plastic bag recycling, 
recycling efforts have failed. Furthermore, the majority of comingled plastic collected for recycling was film and shrink 
wrap, at 63.2%. Only 5.9% of the mixed plastic collected was actually plastic carryout bags.ix 
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Myth: Plastic bag recycling is on the rise.  
A recent ACC report on plastic film recycling estimated that roughly 141 million pounds of plastic bags and wraps were 
recycled nationally in 2012, a 7% decrease from 2011. The report also estimated that 65 million of pounds of retail bags 
were collected for recycling.x  Meanwhile the latest EPA report showed that 1.4 billion pounds of plastic bags were 
generated each year, resulting in a low overall recycling rate of only 5%. For paper bags and sacks, the EPA last reported 
a 49% recycling rate in 2009. xi  

Moreover, the market for recycled plastic bags is small. There appears to be few major companies with a demand for 
used plastic bags. In fact, the ACC report indicated that 59% of the recovered plastic bags and film in the U.S. are 
exported to China (a 17% jump from 2011 numbers), with the amount of curbside films being increasingly sold to export 
markets due to a decrease in domestic demand.xii  

Myth: Grocery stores will profit from the sales of paper and reusable bag purchases. 
It costs stores pennies to purchase plastic bags, while paper bags cost roughly 4-10 cents each. Reusable bags can cost at 
least 2-3 times that amount. By banning plastic bags and placing a minimum charge on other bags, bag laws eliminate a 
problem product and allow stores to recover some of the costs of purchasing and providing other bags. In LA County, 
large stores spend an average of $11,600 a year on paper bags, and receive roughly $9,000 in bag revenuexiii to help 
offset this cost and keep prices low. Consumers can bring in their own bags and avoid having to purchase any paper or 
reusable bags at all. 

Myth: If plastic carryout bags are banned, consumers will have to spend more on trash bags. 
LA County, which banned bags in 2010, conducted a socioeconomic impact study that determined the average resident 
would spend an additional $5.72 to purchase plastic bags as a result of the bag ordinance.xiv 

There are bigger potential savings in taxpayer dollars spent to cleanup litter and repair machinery damage caused by 
plastic bags. The City of San Jose, which passed a bag ordinance in January 2011, started moving towards a ban after 
plastic bags jammed their recycling machines and cost them $1 million each year.xv Plastic bags eat up taxpayer dollars in 
cleanup costs. An NRDCxvi study says local governments across the state spend $428 million each year to prevent litter in 
streets and storm drains. 
 
Myth: Plastic bags are reusable. According to a UK study, 76% of plastic bags have a secondary use. 
Looking at the UK study, the 3 most common secondary reuses of plastic bags all end up with the bag still being thrown 
away: use as a bin liner in the kitchen (53%), use as a bin liner in other rooms (26%), and put rubbish in it and throw it 
away (43%).xvii These “reused” bags are only used once more and still end up as waste in our landfills, whereas a 
reusable bag, as defined, must be reusable for at least 125 times. 

Myth: Plastic bag laws will increase trash bag purchases. Ireland’s bag levy increased trash bag purchases by 400%. 
In 2009 Ireland's Environmental Protection Agency submitted a letter to the City of San Jose confirming that plastic bag 
use decreased by approximately 90 percent one year after their Plastic Bag Levy. Plastic bag litter and consumption had 
decreased and these reduced levels were being maintained. They further noted that the statistics on increased trash bag 
purchases were meaningless because there appeared to be no baseline information available to compare purchases 
before and after the implementation of the levy.xviii 
 
And according to the study conducted by LA County, trash bag purchases post-ban would increase minimally compared 
to the current demand in trash bags. It takes seven single-use plastic bags to replace one plastic trash bag. The study 
also examined two analyses on reusing single-use bags and determined that there was a 28% reuse rate for single-use 
bags as trash bags. Based on these numbers, it was estimated that the LA County bag ordinance would increase trash 
bag purchases by 17 new bags per capita per year, added on top of the 126 trash bags per capita per year already being 
purchased.xix 
 
Moreover, produce and other non-grocery or non-handled bags can still be used as trash bag liners and pet waste bags. 
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Myth: Biodegradable bags are a better solution to bans. 
Biodegradable plastic products are strictly prohibited in California under Senate Bill 567xx. The law applies to all plastic 
products and protects both the environment and consumer from greenwashing. Biodegradable is an inherently 
misleading terms since everything biodegrades given enough time. Under the law, compostable bag claims are allowed 
provided that they pass certain tests (ASTM D6400, ASTM 6868, or ASTM D7081). Note however, that a certified 
compostable plastic bag will compost only if placed in commercial composting facility, with higher temperatures not 
found in home composting piles. So unless a resident has curbside composting pickup or other access to a commercial 
compost facility, a compostable plastic bag will have the same end-of-life impacts as a conventional plastic bag. 

Myth: Plastic bag bans don’t work. 
One year after the implementation of a bag ordinance in the City of San Jose, storm drain systems are 89% cleaner and 
streets and creeks are reportedly 59% and 71% cleaner, respectively.xxi In LA County, the bag ban reduced overall single-
use bag distribution by 95%, including a 30% reduction of paper bags.xxii A similar reduction in bag purchases, as well as a 
change in consumer behavior, was noted by Alameda County nearly two years after its ordinance.xxiii In San Francisco, 
there was an 18% reduction in plastic bag street litter from 2007 to 2009.xxiv  And beach cleanups show that the average 
number of plastic bags decreased from 65 per event to just 6 bags from 2009 to 2013, as more local bans in the Santa 
Cruz and Monterey areas were adopted.xxv 

Myth: The bag charges are a tax and create a financial burden for the economically disadvantaged. 
The charge for single-use bags is optional and by no means a tax; consumers can avoid paying this cost by bringing in 
their own bag or refusing a bag. Furthermore, recent state and local bans have included language with exemptions or 
subsidies for low-income program participants. Reusable bags or paper bags can be provided at no charge to those who 
qualify. 

Myth: Plastic bags aren’t made from petroleum so they aren’t bad for the environment. 85% of the plastic grocery 
bags produced in the U.S. come from a derivative of natural gas. 
Plastic bags are made from polyethylene, which is derived from natural gas that has been extracted along with 
petroleum. In short, the production of polyethylene plastic bags still involves the extraction and use of petroleum. 
Furthermore, the extraction of natural gas involves the highly polluting practice of hydraulic fracturing, or frackingxxvi, in 
which chemicals are injected into a well during extraction. 

Myth: Bag bans kill jobs. 
According to the Brookings Institutionxxvii, California is a national leader in green jobs. The state has a large number of 
reusable bag companies, possibly the most in the nation. Plastic bag laws will only help increase the number of green 
jobs and companies in this sector. 

Plastic carryout bags are often just a small portion of the product line for plastic manufacturers. Some of these 
companies also make produce and/or reusable bagsxxviii that can still be sold under the new bag laws. In fact, Crown Poly, 
a plastic bag manufacturer based in Southern California, recently projected growth and sought new employees for its 
diverse production.xxix 

Moreover, the plant manager at International Paper’s only “kraft bag” manufacturing plant in California reported hiring 
15-20 more workers and increasing shifts to 24/7 to keep up with demand.xxx And on a recent company call in early 
August, the CEO of another paper company, KapStone, noted, “Demand is growing…something I haven’t said in many 
years.” A main factor for this increase was the growing number of local plastic bag bans.xxxi 

Myth: The size and contents of the Great Pacific Garbage Patch has been overestimated and does not exist. 
The varying estimates on the size of the Patch could all be accurate—depending on how the quantification 
measurement was taken (e.g. using surface area of the ocean that has plastic particles, vs. using surface area if all the 
plastic particles were consolidated into one solid mass). 
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The Garbage Patch is a thin “soup” of plastic particles, including photodegraded plastic bags, rather than a recognizable 
floating island of trashxxxii. Though it may be hard to quantify, scientists who have been out to the gyre all agree that 
plastic pollutants are in the ocean and, while hard to clean, the pollutants need to be addressed because of the 
environmental impacts they have, both known and unknown. 

Myth: Bag bans will increase thefts in stores. 
Small, non-scientific surveys in Seattlexxxiii and Los Angeles Countyxxxiv do not represent the experience of dozens of local 
bag bans that have been in place since the mid 2000s. The low response rates of these surveys invalidate claims that 
negative business impacts are widely occurring. Additionally, if increased thefts were happening in the majority of stores 
and not just one Seattle store, grocers and retailers would not be widely supporting these policies.  
 
Myth: Paper bags are better and shouldn’t have a charge. 
Even though paper bags are made from a renewable resource, recyclable at the curbside, and recycled at a higher rate 
than plastic, there is still an environmental impact associated with their production and transportation.xxxv 
 
Based on the experience in Portland, OR, banning plastic without charging consumers the 10 cent cost of paper bags 
resulted in a 491% increase in paper bag usexxxvi and a nearly $5 million increase ($7.70 per capita) in the cost of bags. 
 
In contrast, San Jose’s plastic bag ban and 10 cent charge on paper resulted in an immediate behavioral change. Before 
the ban, customers used an average of 3 bags per visit; post-ban, this number decreased to 0.4 bags per visit. A decrease 
in paper bag use was also noted.xxxvii 
 
As previously noted, the charge helps stores recoup higher bag costs. The paper bag revenue for large stores in LA 
County comes out to just under the expense to purchase paper bags. 
 
Myth: The price of allowed bags will keep rising over time to 50 cents or a dollar or more. 
We don’t have to speculate at what will happen to the minimum bag charges; we just have to look at the experience of 
local bans. Stores covered under LA County’s bag ban, in effect for at least 3 years, have not strayed from the minimum 
charge of 10 cents, in order to remain competitive with each other. Some local bans have their minimum set at 25 
cents,xxxviii but the experience is the same in that stores covered by a local ordinance will comply by meeting the 
minimum charge, but not exceed it. 
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