
Are plastic bag bans the environmentally 
friendly thing to do?



Filling up our landfills?
• Per EPA, plastic bags make up 

only a small portion of 0.3% of 
municipal solid waste.



Are they really “everywhere?”
• Statewide litter surveys show that

plastic bags typically make up >1%
of litter.



But what about marine debris?
• Plastic retail bags typically make up ~1% of beach 

cleanup material.

• Up to 95% of plastic in the ocean comes from 10 river 
systems in Asia and Africa.



Source: “Export of Plastic Debris by Rivers 
into the Sea,” by Christian Schmidt et al., 
in Environmental Science & Technology, Vol. 
51, No. 21;



What about paper and reusable bags?
• Plastic bags are actually the most sustainable option at the 

checkout counter, as long as they are disposed of properly.

• Recyc-Quebec:

• “The conventional plastic bag … is the one with the least environmental 
impacts.”

• “The cotton bag studied is an option that is not recommended … requiring 
between 100 and 2,954 uses for its environmental impact to be equivalent 
to the environmental impacts of the conventional plastic bag.”



What about paper and reusable bags?
• Recyc-Quebec:

• “The paper bag is the least performing bag with 4 to 28 times greater 
potential impacts than the conventional plastic bag.”

• “The polypropylene woven and polypropylene non-woven bags need 
an equivalent number of reuses to equal the thin plastic bag ranging 
from 16 to 98 and 11 to 59, respectively.”

• Studies from the UK and Denmark 
governments came to the same conclusions.



Where are these bags made?     China



Where are these bags made?     USA



Unintended Consequences



What can we do instead of a bag ban?
• Encourage reuse

• 77.7% of plastic bags are regularly reused.
• Many reuses: trash bag, pick up after pets, pack your lunch, etc.

• Recycle
• Usually located at grocery stores and major retail chains.
• Typically cannot be included in curbside or mixed recycling.



Recycling Plastic Film



What can we do instead of a bag ban?
• Educate

• Communities have had success with education campaigns.
 Don’t put plastic bags in your curbside recycling. Take it back to the 

grocery store or another drop-off location.
• Litter laws

• Be sure any existing litter laws are working as intended.
• Proper waste receptacles 

• Open top garbage and recycling bins are amongst the worst 
litterers.



Are plastic bag bans the environmentally 
friendly thing to do? No.


