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The Lies, Myths, Half-Truths, and 
Exaggerations of Bag Ban Proponents 

PROPONENTS USE MISLEADING AND FALSE ARGUMENTS TO TRY AND CONVINCE EVERYONE OF THE NEED TO BAN BAGS  

By Anthony van Leeuwen and Don Williams 
11 August 2013 

 
Bag Bans are one of the latest Eco-Fads being pushed by the “green” movement and virtually all 

“environmental” groups as a solution to the plastic bag litter problem.  These groups put enormous 

pressure on city officials to implement a plastic bag ban and paper bag fees on their citizens.  These 

groups attempt to link virtually every environmental problem to the simple plastic grocery bag, defying 

logic and misleading government officials, the media, and the public by continuously repeating a series 

of lies, distortions, and half-truths that do not hold up under scientific scrutiny.  

There is a saying that if you repeat a lie often enough, it becomes the truth.  This is often the strategy of 

the bag ban proponents.  And the internet has afforded thousands of people eager to ban bags the 

ability to repeat the same lies and distortions over and over until people just accept them as fact.  

In this article we will examine a majority of the most often quoted and repeated lies and distortions 

related to plastic bags and bag bans.  

Plastic carryout bags are “single-use” bags, or plastic carryout bags are only used for 12 minutes on 

average.  Fact:  False. Retail stores purchase plastic carryout bags for a single purpose: to enable 

shoppers to carry their purchases home.  But as with many other items, that does not make it “single-

use.”  Everyone knows that these bags can be reused for hundreds of other purposes. (van Leeuwen, 

Why Not To Ban Plastic Carry Out Bags, 2012, p. 6)  In fact, the irony of targeting grocery bags for a ban 

is that they are likely the MOST repurposed and MOST reused product that people bring into their 

home!  People use them for everything from trash can liners to picking up pet waste, disposal of used 

diapers, and even containing wet bathing suits after a swim.  

Plastic Carryout Bags should be banned because very few are Recycled.  Fact:  False. The recycling rate 

is less than 5% using the State of California statistics for the In-Store Recycling Program (CalRecycle, 

2011) and about 14.1% using statistics from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). (EPA Office of 

Solid Waste, 2013)  What bag ban proponents conveniently forget to tell you is that according to a life 

cycle study by the UK Environment Agency that 76% of all plastic carryout bags are reused and that 

40.3% are reused as waste bin liners and to pick up pet litter.  In addition, the study claims that reusing a 

plastic carryout bag as a trash bag is actually beneficial to the environment because it avoids the 

manufacture and purchase of another plastic bag. (Edwards & Fry, 2011)    
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Littered plastic carryout bags are carried by storm water into storm drains, the river, and end up in 

ocean where they harm marine wildlife.  Fact:  True but misleading.  It is widely accepted that 80% of 

all plastic debris, including plastic carryout bags, comes from land based sources and is conveyed to the 

ocean via storm drains and rivers. (Algalita Marine Research Foundation, 2013)  What bag ban 

proponents fail to tell you is that communities are already spending hundreds of thousands of dollars 

installing full or partial capture devices in storm drain catch basins, inlets, and outfalls so that the vast 

majority of littered bags can be stopped.  These devices will prevent all trash, including plastic bags and 

plastic debris, harmful to marine wildlife from flowing into creeks and rivers and making its way to the 

ocean. (U. S. Environmental Protection Agency, 2012)  Efforts should be made at stopping, capturing, 

and collecting ALL litter, not drastic solutions like completely banning a single product because a tiny 

percentage might end up in creeks and riverbeds and the ocean.   

Plastic bags must be banned because they are littered.  Fact:  False. Plastic bags are part of the litter 

stream.  However, the basic premise of the argument is that EVERYONE should pay because SOME 

people litter.  This is an illogical conclusion.  Most of the bag ban arguments revolve around dealing with 

littered plastic bags.  It is a litter problem they are trying to solve.  No efforts are made to try to 

determine the source of the litter (such as homeless camps, overfilled trash receptacles, or uncovered 

garbage and recycling trucks), but they jump quickly to the conclusion that plastic bags must be banned.  

If banning was the solution to the trash problem, then we would need to ban virtually everything 

including tires, mattresses, plastic bottles, trash bags, and everything else anyone finds in the creeks or 

beaches.  

Littered plastic carryout bags blow around easily.  Fact:  True but misleading. This very fact also makes 

plastic bags one of the easiest pieces of litter to capture and collect.  Windblown plastic carryout bags 

have a large surface area and therefore a very high probability that the bag will get caught on a tree, 

shrub, stick, rock, fence, or other obstacle before it is swept downstream.  Therefore, the probability of 

a windblown plastic carryout bag ever flowing down a creek or river to the ocean is very low.  

Plastic carryout bags kill 100,000 marine animals and a million sea birds every year.  Fact:  Outright 

Falsehood.  The claim originated with a misinterpretation of a 1987 Canadian study which concluded 

that between 1981 and 1984 more than 100,000 marine mammals including a million birds were killed 

by discarded fishing nets.  The study did not mention plastic bags at all.  In fact, both the United Nations 

and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) identified “derelict fishing gear, including 

monofilament line, trawl nets, and gill nets” as one of the greatest threats to marine life and sea birds. 

(Macfadyen, Huntington, & Cappell, 2009)  

Plastic bags are a commonly littered item and account for 14.6% percent of wildlife entanglements.  

Fact:  Misleading.  According to the Ocean Conservancy 2010 Report a total of 336 wildlife animals were 

found entangled in Marine Debris worldwide in 2010. (Ocean Conservancy, 2010)  Out of 336 only 49 or 

14.6% were entangled by plastic bags including 6 amphibians, 19 birds, 11 fish, 6 invertebrates, 6 

mammals, and 1 reptile.  The largest cause of entanglement was fishing line with 126 or 37.5% and 

fishing nets with 82 or 24.4%.  The 49 entanglements out of 336 should be kept in perspective with the 
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half-million birds including protected species that are killed every year by “green energy” wind turbines. 

(U. S. Fish & Wildlife Service, 2002)  While environmental groups are concerned and very vocal about 

sea turtles eating a plastic bag mistaken for a jellyfish there is not even a whisper to ban wind turbines 

that kill hundreds of thousands of birds by blade strikes every year! 

The Pacific Garbage Patch is twice the size of Texas and consists of floating plastic debris.  Fact:  False.  

The Pacific Garbage Patch is neither a patch nor a huge mass of plastic debris floating in the ocean.  

Angel White, an assistant professor of oceanography at Oregon State University states that the patch is 

about one tenth the size of Texas and consists of small bits of plastic that float beneath the surface. 

(Westervelt, 2012)  Furthermore, the garbage patch consists of small hard plastic pieces, and no plastic 

bag pieces have been found.  In other words, plastic grocery bags have nothing to do with the garbage 

patch and banning them has no effect.  

Plastic carryout bags are made from oil.  Fact:  False.  Domestically manufactured plastic bags are made 
out of polyethylene.  Ethylene is made from ethane which is a waste by-product from refining natural 
gas (Save The Plastic Bag, 2013) and oil (Smith, 2012).  Ethane must be removed from the natural gas in 
order to lower the BTU value of the natural gas to an acceptable level before it is delivered to homes 
and businesses for fuel.  Ethane burns too hot if allowed to remain in natural gas and if not used to 
make plastic (ethylene) it will have to be burned off, resulting in greenhouse gas emissions. (Save The 
Plastic Bag, 2013)  By converting ethane into plastic, greenhouse gas emissions are reduced.  “Using the 
ethane to make plastic does not in any way reduce the amount of fuel available for transportation or 
power generation or increase our energy imports.” (Smith, 2012)  In fact using Polyethylene to make a 
useful produce such as plastic grocery bags is an excellent use for the Ethane waste by-product.  
 
Plastic carryout bags are responsible for severe flooding in Bangladesh in 1989 and 1998.  Fact: 

Exaggerated claim.  The severe flooding that put most of the country underwater was blamed upon 

plastic carry out bags that had blocked drains and sewers.  A careful examination of the issue will show 

that other factors are responsible. In many areas of Bangladesh people live in slum like conditions.  

Trash is deposited in makeshift dumps, along the road and in drainage ditches.  Drainage ditches and 

canals are filled with trash.  Less than 50% of all waste in urban areas is collected and disposed of in 

landfills. (Enayetullah & Hashmi, 2006)  Hence, plastic bags were not the cause of flooding but an 

inadequate infrastructure for trash disposal and flood control.  

Plastic carryout bags can clog storm drains and cause flooding.  Fact:  Exaggerated claim.  What plastic 

bag ban proponents do not tell you is that storm drain catch basins are maintained on a regular basis 

where all trash is removed from storm drain catch basins and trash capture devices and properly 

disposed of. In addition, in the event of heavy rains, flood control personnel are on duty to handle 

situations that may come up.  Also, Bag Ban Proponents ignore the fact that leaves and grass clippings 

are a major source of litter that clogs storm drains!  Perhaps trees and lawns should be banned instead 

of plastic bags to keep storm drains clear!  

Californians use 20 Billion Plastic Carryout Bags per year (531 per person).  Fact:  Unknown.  No one 

knows how many plastic carryout bags are used by residents of California per year.  The 20 billion 

number is derived from the estimated weight of plastic merchandise bags in California landfills by 

http://fighttheplasticbagban.com/
http://stopthebagban.com/


http://fighttheplasticbagban.com Page 4 
http://stopthebagban.com 
 
 

dividing the estimated weight by the weight of a single grocery bag.  The weight is corrupted by the 

inclusion of dry cleaning bags which are heavier than grocery bags.  Also, since the size and weight of 

plastic carryout bags from different retailers vary, the method used to calculate the number of bags will 

result in erroneous data.  Using this same method of calculating plastic bag quantities from the weight 

of plastic carryout bags distributed and reported by stores to the State of California under AB 2949/SB 

1219 results in only 9 billion plastic carryout bags! (van Leeuwen, Do Californians Really Use 20 Billion 

Plastic Bags?, 2013)  In addition, common sense should be applied.  Is it believable that an average 

family of 4 would use 2124 plastic grocery bags per year (40 per week)?  It is more likely that the 

average family would use less than half that number!  

Plastic carryout bags do not decompose in landfills and will last thousands of years.  Fact:  True but 

misleading.  What is not mentioned is that nothing much else decomposes in a landfill either.  Modern 

landfills are tightly compacted to create a low-oxygen environment that inhibits decomposition.  

Modern landfills act like vast mummifiers. (Rathje & Murphy, 2001)  Because plastic bags do not 

decompose in landfills means that they do not produce greenhouse gases during the decomposition 

process like paper bags will.  Hence, that is an environmental benefit.  

Plastic carryout bags take up space in landfills.  Fact:  True but misleading.  Plastic carryout bags used 

as trash bags or to dispose of litter take up less space than traditional plastic garbage bags.  Plastic 

carryout bags that are empty should have been recycled rather than discarded in the landfill.  Also, 

paper bags and reusable bags take up more space and landfill volumes than the plastic bags they 

replace.  

Plastic Grocery Bags are a significant part of litter and money will be saved.  Fact:  Greatly 

Exaggerated.  City, county, and state governments spend millions of dollars every year to clean up litter.  

What bag ban proponents don’t tell you is that plastic carryout bags make up less than 1% of all litter 

and will not result in an appreciable reduction in litter and therefore litter cleanup budgets cannot be 

reduced.  Every dollar spent by jurisdictions to implement a bag ban and every dollar spent by residents 

to purchase carryout bags is basically wasted, since the amount of litter is not significantly reduced.  In 

fact, a quick cost/benefit analysis easily shows that it could cost the public well over $10,000 per plastic 

bag removed from the litter stream.  This money could be used much more efficiently in a broad based 

litter removal effort rather than trying to ban a single item.  

Bag bans are good for the environment.  Fact:  False.  Banning plastic carryout bags results in an 

increase in paper bags usage from about 5% to 30%.  Paper bags weigh more, cost more to manufacture 

and transport, are seldom reused, and take up more space in landfills than plastic carryout bags and 

have a larger overall negative impact on the environment than plastic carryout bags.  Furthermore, 

factors such as extra trips home to pick up reusable bags, or more frequent trips to the store because 

the consumer does not have enough bags, or the water and energy to wash reusable bags are never 

considered.  In addition, consumers will have to purchase replacement plastic bags for the plastic 

grocery bags previously reused and now banned. 
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People are exposed to higher bacteria levels in the home than are present in reusable bags. 

(Josephson, Rubino, & Pepper, 1997)  Fact:  True, but that is not the point.  The point is that bacteria 

and E. coli in a reusable bag transfers to a packaged food item on the way home, and when the package 

is opened, the bacteria transfers to your hands and to the food item such that when ingested could 

make you ill.  Most people do not prepare food items on the kitchen counter but on a cutting board or 

plate or pan that has been washed in the dishwasher and sanitized. (Hunter, 2013) (Williams T. , 2013)  

Reusable bags must be washed and sanitized on a regular basis, as recommended by the Centers for 

Disease Prevention and Control (CDC). (Gieraltowski, 2012) 

Voluntary adoption of reusable bags has not achieved the desired results because people are reluctant 

to change their behavior.  Fact:  False.  Millions of businesses and people freely choose to use plastic 

bags on a daily basis.  It is the bag ban proponents and progressive officials that feel the public has not 

freely accepted “the sky is falling” argument against plastic bags.  Furthermore, they believe that the 

public is reluctant to change their behavior and therefore must be coerced into using reusable bags.  

They never consider that individuals think through these arguments themselves and come to a different 

conclusion.  Thus, proponents seek to curtail the rights of individuals and force them to comply to their 

“green” lifestyle.  This is the motivation behind bag ban laws.  

San Jose saw an 89% reduction in plastic bag litter after the bag ban.  Fact:  Overstated.  The San Jose 

Ban one (1) year results states the following:  “The various litter surveys demonstrated a reduction in bag 

litter of approximately 89 percent in the storm drain system, 60 percent in the creeks and rivers, and 59 

percent in City streets and neighborhoods, when compared to data collected from 2010 and or 2011 

(pre-ordinance) to data from 2012 (post-ordinance).” (Romanov, 2012)  Stating that San Jose saw an 89% 

reduction in plastic bag litter deceitfully overstates the 59% reduction in plastic bag litter found on San 

Jose city streets, neighborhoods, creeks, and rivers.  

Furthermore, results published by the city are questionable.  First, the results of the pre-ban surveys 

conducted in 2010 and 2011 were added together and compared to the results of the post-ban survey in 

2012.  For example, 48 on-land sites were assessed in 2010 and 59 in the2011 litter surveys and only 31 

on-land sites in 2012.  Comparing litter results from 107 pre-ban sites to 31 post-ban sites (many of 

which were different sites) is flawed.  A similar thing occurred with the creek and riverbed assessments.     

Second, there was a 30% reduction in non-plastic grocery bag trash, which was unexplained.  Third, they 

actually measured the wrong thing.  Measuring the number of bags cleaned up before and after a bag 

ban does not show any reduction in bags that actually get into the environment, because it only shows a 

reduction in the number of bags that were stopped prior to entering the environment.  Hence, the 

results reported by the city are bogus and not a valid measurement of impact to the environment by the 

bag ban.  OF COURSE plastic grocery bags were reduced, the city prevented 1 million people from 

getting them!  So the real impact is unknown, except that the city workers didn’t have as many plastic 

bags to clean up.  A cost/benefit analysis was never performed!  Citizens spent millions of dollars 

complying with a bag ban just so a few less bags could be cleaned up by the city.  The cost/benefit 
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analysis of the bag ban shows it could costs more than $10,000 for each bag the city workers were able 

to avoid cleaning up! 

Just imagine if the millions of dollars spent by the city and the costs incurred by residents to comply with 

the bag ban were spent to hire additional city workers to clean up litter, the city would be much more 

attractive and the added jobs would provide much needed employment to low skilled workers.   

Bag Bans are sweeping across the state, and everyone is getting on board.  Fact:  Misleading.  Bag 

bans are only being implemented by progressive city and county officials who force them on their 

people.  City council members and county supervisors are under pressure to look as “green” as other 

cities and counties around them.  Yet, the people NEVER GET TO VOTE on this issue.  Bag bans are being 

passed by city council members and county supervisors who “feel” it is the “right” thing to do, or simply 

to make a statement, and they ignore the facts or cost to their citizens.  Public comments and private 

conversations with people show a huge percentage of the population (typically about 60%) oppose bag 

bans and hate them.  This is not a popular movement, as they suggest, only a political movement by the 

elite few.  

Anyone opposing bag bans works for the plastics industry or “big oil,” or hates the environment.  Fact:  

Absolutely False.  There are many individual citizens and multiple citizen groups that oppose bag bans.  

These citizens care about the environment, never litter, take and use only the plastic bags they need, 

reuse virtually all of the plastic bags they bring home and recycle those they do not reuse.  Online 

bulletin boards and blog sites are full of citizens decrying bag bans.  People oppose bag bans because 

they do not make sense, the cost/benefit analysis does not add up, and it is an example of nanny-state 

government at its worst.  

Reducing the use of single-use plastic and paper bags will save us all money.  Fact:  False.  Retailers 

recover the cost of plastic and paper bags from customers in the form of higher retail prices.  Before a 

bag ban, a family of four using 20 plastic carryout bags per week at 2-cents each would cost retailers 

about $21 per year and about $39 for 15 paper bags per week at a nickel each.  If you average these two 

figures, stores recover about $30 per family from increased retail prices.  Store supplied plastic and 

paper carryout bags is therefore the lowest cost option available.  

After a bag ban is implemented, store supplied plastic bags are no longer available.  The customer could 

supply his own self-purchased plastic bags costing $46 per year, use store supplied paper bags at $78 

per year at 10-cents each or $195 per year at 25-cents each, use durable (machine washable and 

dryable) reusable bags at $262 per year, or cheap reusable bags at $300 per year.  It should be noted 

that all these options except store supplied paper bags require a person’s personal time for handling 

and/or sanitizing bags and that personal time was valued at $12 per hour. (van Leeuwen & Williams, 

Plastic Bag Alternatives Much More Costly to Consumers, 2013)  

Some say, that after a bag ban is implemented, that retailers can reduce prices because shoppers will 

pay for paper bags or use their own reusable bags, thereby lowering costs.  However, most single-use 
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carryout bag ordinances contain a provision requiring the retailer to provide free paper or reusable 

bags, at the store’s option, to families that participate in the California Special Supplemental Food 

Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) or in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

(SNAP) also known as the Food Stamp program.  Participants in these programs are allowed to receive 

free paper bags when they shop; whereas, all others must purchase paper bags or purchase and use 

reusable bags.  The free paper bags are paid for by fees on paper bags and indirectly through higher 

retail prices.  In some inner city areas as many as 80% of shoppers participate in WIC and SNAP 

programs and are eligible for free paper bags.  Shoppers in these areas will see a disproportionate 

increase in retail prices since paper bags are much more costly than the plastic carryout bags previously 

used. (van Leeuwen, Plastic Bag Ban Creates New Welfare Benefit, 2013)  

Plastic bags cost municipal recycling programs millions each year when bags jam sorting equipment at 

recycling facilities.  Fact.  Exaggerated.  The sorting equipment at recycling facilities are being jammed 

not only by plastic carryout bags, but by all sorts of plastic bags (newspaper bags, produce bags, frozen 

food bags) and plastic wrap (wrap from toilet paper, bottled beverages, bottled water, packaged 

products), and from all sorts of materials (blankets, hoses, ropes or other strapping materials) which are 

all responsible for jamming sorting machinery. (Terry, 2007)  A ban on plastic carryout bags will not 

prevent all jams of sorting machinery at recycling facilities or expensive breakdowns.  Educating the 

public that plastic bags and wraps and other prohibited materials may not be put in the curbside 

recycling bin would be a much better solution to the problem.  Furthermore, the public needs to be 

educated about bringing unused and clean plastic bags and wraps to the retail stores’ In-Store Recycling 

Bin for recycling vice the curbside recycle bin.  Also, because automated sorting machines are a 

relatively new, engineers will continue to improve on designs for a newer generation of machines that 

are not susceptible to breakdowns from plastic film and materials wrapping around rotating shafts or 

jamming the machine in some other manner.  

Failed recycling efforts means billions of plastic bags are thrown away, blow onto our streets, and 

float into our waterways.  Fact.  False.  Plastic bags that enter the environment as litter is a direct result 

of people who litter and from wind-blown trash coming from garbage and other uncovered trucks.  

Recycling efforts have not failed and billions of bags do not blow onto our streets and float in our 

waterways.  Although recycling rates for plastic carryout bags are about 5% or less, it should be noted 

that 76% of plastic carryout bags are reused by shoppers for a variety of secondary uses.  In fact, 40.3% 

of plastic carryout bags are reused as waste can liners, trash bags, and to pick up pet litter. (Edwards & 

Fry, 2011)  Other uses include, disposal of diapers, transporting wet clothes, carrying toys, lunch bag, 

etc.  In fact, plastic carryout bags are one of the most reused items and repurposed items that enters a 

household.   

As for billions of bags being thrown away and blowing onto our streets, the following should be noted:  

(1) A plastic carryout bag filled with trash and disposed of in the landfill is beneficial to the environment 

in that it avoids the manufacture and purchase of another plastic bag. (Edwards & Fry, 2011)  (2) Less 

than 1% of roadside litter is comprised of plastic bags of all types. (San Francisco Environment 
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Department, 2008)  (3) Trash excluder installation on storm drain inlets, catch basins, and outfalls will 

prevent trash including plastic bags from entering waterways with storm water. (U. S. Environmental 

Protection Agency, 2012)   

Furthermore, a total of 1.019 million plastic bags (of all types) were picked up by volunteers from coastal 

areas during the Ocean Conservancy's 2012 International Coastal Cleanup Day. (Ocean Conservancy, 

2013)  Considering that the entire world uses about 500 billion (Ocean Crusaders, 2013) to 1 trillion 

(reuseit, 2013) plastic carryout bags, the 1.019 million is only about 0.0002% to 0.0001% of all plastic 

bags used in a year and a very small fraction of the total used!  While this number does not represent all 

plastic carryout bags released into the environment as litter, it does indicate that the actual number is 

extremely small.  

Over 1 million plastic bags enter the San Francisco Bay every year.  Fact.  False.  The organization “Save 

the Bay” is the origin of this myth.  However, evaluation of their method shows that they took the 

number of bags per mile measure in the worst possible cleanup areas, then multiplied it times a 

supposed 1,000 miles of bay shoreline PLUS 28,000 miles of creeks flowing into the bay!  First, 

measuring the amount of bags and garbage that people take to the beach for a party and leave as litter, 

or people who dump litter in some beach area is NOT an accurate indication of how much garbage 

floated ashore FROM the bay waters. Secondly, even if you accept the premise, using a more scientific 

and reasonable approach yields results of only 1,815 bags using their same numbers. (Williams D. , 

2013)  But in addition to these arguments, common sense states this cannot be the case. Can you 

imagine what the San Francisco bay shoreline would look like after 30 years of 1 million bags per year? 

That would be over 270,000 bags for every mile of shoreline!  

Conclusion 
Understanding the myths that surround the issue of plastic bags is essential to keeping a balanced 

perspective on the issue.  Understanding steps local governments are already doing in installing full or 

partial capture devices in storm drain inlets, basins and outfalls is essential.  Plastic bags are not the only 

litter item that harms wildlife and comprehensive litter removal and reduction efforts are required to 

better prevent harm to wildlife instead of banning a single item.  Comprehensive litter removal efforts 

are required to clean up litter which cannot be achieved by just banning a single product and walking 

away feeling like everything is solved.  Plastic bag bans impact economics, increase health risks, and 

accomplish virtually nothing.  But that doesn’t stop the myths, lies, and distortions from spreading like 

wildfire by bag ban proponent’s never-ending desire to control the behavior of the people.  
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