
Bag Bans - Market Driven Solutions Superior 
BAG BANS FREEZE INNOVATION AND LOCK INFERIOR SOLUTIONS INTO PLACE  

BY ANTHONY VAN LEEUWEN, 14 NOVEMBER 2013 

The movement to ban plastic carryout bags is growing as more and more California communities enact 
single-use bag ordinances.  These ordinances are very similar to one another and go beyond banning 
plastic carryout bags to implementing a very specific solution.   This solution attempts to change the 
shopping paradigm where shoppers supply their own reusable bags rather than receive store supplied 
disposable bags to carry their purchases.  To ensure that consumer behavior is changed, retailers are 
required by the local ordinance to charge a minimum fee for each paper bag issued.   

By implementing a specific solution, mandated by the government, innovation is stifled and businesses 
are no longer free to pursue alternative solutions that are in their best interests.  Government officials 
and their staffs simply do not have the expertise and time to investigate alternative solutions to solve 
the underlying problem or have the motivation to improve retailer customer service, therefore the 
government mandated solution locks an inadequate and antiquated solution into place.  Furthermore, 
freedom of choice on both the part of retailers and consumers is unnecessarily sacrificed, restricted, and 
infringed. 

Background 
In 2006, the State of California attempted to deal with the issue of plastic carryout bags by passing AB 
2449.  AB 2449 required stores that distributed plastic carryout bags to provide an In-Store Recycling Bin 
so shoppers can recycle plastic carryout bags and to sell reusable bags along with several other 
provisions.  In addition, AB 2449 attempted to shift consumers away from using plastic carryout bags to 
using reusable bags on a voluntary basis.  AB 2449 expired on 1 January 2013 and was extended by SB 
1219 to 1 January 2020.  (van Leeuwen, Why Not To Ban Plastic Carry Out Bags, 2012) 

The latest statistics available from 2009 the State of California reported that about 3% of plastic bags 
were recycled. (CalRecycle, 2011)  While environmentalists and politicians blame consumers for the low 
recycling rate, the real reason is that the plastic carryout bag with its built-in handles is one of the most 
reused and repurposed items that come into the home.  Consumers reused 76% of all bags received and 
40.3% of all bags were used to dispose of trash or as trash bin liners, etc.  With such a high reuse by 
consumers of plastic carryout bags it stands to reason that the plastic carryout bag recycling rate would 
never achieve the kind of results that one would normally expect. Furthermore, by reusing plastic 
carryout bags to dispose of trash it benefits the environment by avoiding the manufacture and 
subsequent purchase of replacement plastic garbage bags. (Edwards & Fry, 2011) 

The State of California’s voluntary program to encourage the use of reusable bags enjoyed very limited 
success in that about 10% of shoppers adopted the use of reusable bags, 5% used paper bags, 15% 
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choosing to use No bags, and the remaining 70% continued to use store supplied plastic carryout bags. 
(Team Marine, 2013)  While California shoppers had every opportunity since 2007 to choose to use 
reusable bags each time they shop, 90% of shoppers chose plastic bags, paper bags, or No bags over 
using reusable bags clearly demonstrating that consumers rejected the “reusable bag” solution 
proposed by the state.  

Typical Bag Ban 
Single-Use Bag Ordinances in communities throughout California are very similar to one another.  They 
ban plastic carryout bags, impose a minimum fee on paper bags in order to coerce shoppers into using 
reusable bags.  Most bans include an exemption from the paper bag fee for participants 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. (BEACON, 2013)   The 
Single-Use Bag Ordinances require stores to provide free paper and or reusable bags to WIC and SNAP 
participants and thereby unintentionally creating a new welfare benefit. (van Leeuwen, Plastic Bag Ban 
Creates New Welfare Benefit, 2013)  Most bag bans cover grocery and convenience stores, although 
some include all stores.  Some ordinances provide an exemption from the ban on plastic carryout bags 
by charitable organizations such as the Salvation Army Thrift Stores.  All ordinances require retailers to 
report paper bag use and the amount of fees collected from paper bags.  In addition, most ordinances 
require that retailers promote and educate shoppers about using reusable bags. (San Jose City Clerk, 
2011) 

Rationale behind Bag Ban Characteristics 

Ban on Plastic Carryout Bags 
A central feature of single-use bag ordinances is the prohibition on the distribution of plastic carryout 
bags.  These are the razor thin lightweight plastic bags normally seen in grocery stores that when 
improperly disposed can become wind-blown litter.  These bags reportedly find their way into the 
environment as litter and can find their way into creeks and rivers and out to the ocean where they can 
cause harm to marine wildlife.  (van Leeuwen, Why Not To Ban Plastic Carry Out Bags, 2012) 

Fee on Paper Bags 
The fee on paper bags is designed for one purpose which is to discourage paper bag use in favor of 
reusable bags.  The thought is that if a fee is not imposed on paper bags, then plastic bags would simply 
be replaced by paper bags.  Since paper bags have a higher negative environmental impact compared to 
plastic bags, allowing unrestrained paper bag use is thought to be more harmful to the environment.  A 
single paper bag has the same environmental impact as four plastic carryout bags.  Hence, a paper bag 
has to be used more than four times before it has a lower negative environmental impact than using 
plastic carryout bags.  Of course, paper bags are rarely reused by shoppers. 

The local jurisdiction would mandate a minimum fee that must be charged by the retail establishment 
for each paper bag issued.  In most jurisdictions the minimum fee is set at 10 cents per paper bag.  
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Although jurisdictions would like to get their hands on that money they are forced to let the stores keep 
the fee unless is put on the ballot where it will face certain defeat. 

One of the more interesting parts of most single-use bag ordinances is the exemption from the paper 
bag fee granted 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 exempt from the paper bag fee 
and are allowed to receive free paper bags when they shop; whereas, all others must purchase paper 
bags or purchase and use reusable bags.  In addition, participants may be eligible for free reusable bags 
at the option of the store.  The real question is who pays for these “free” paper and reusable bags? (van 
Leeuwen, Plastic Bag Ban Creates New Welfare Benefit, 2013) 

The fee charged to “non-exempt” customers for paper bags is to be retained by the store and used to 
pay for (1) cost of paper bags and (2) the cost of complying with the ordinance and (3) cost associated 
with educational efforts to encourage the use of reusable bags.  In other words, “non-exempt” 
customers who pay a fee for using paper bags will subsidize “exempt” customers by paying for the free 
paper bags they are given.  Of course, if not enough people pay for paper bags the remaining cost of the 
free paper bags will be borne by all customers through higher prices.  This is a particular problem with 
stores in inner city neighborhoods where as many as 80% of customers are participants in WIC and food 
stamp programs.  In these areas, the cost of paper bags must be recovered through higher retail prices. 
(van Leeuwen, Plastic Bag Ban Creates New Welfare Benefit, 2013) 

In the event the local jurisdiction does not see paper bag use decrease, the paper bag fee would be 
raised to 25 cents per paper bag.   

The drawback of the paper bag fee exemption is the creation of two classes of people.  One is eligible for 
free paper bags and the other class is not even though both classes of people pay for paper bags directly 
or indirectly through higher prices.   

Reusable Bags  
The concept behind reusable bags is that when used multiple times they have the potential of having a 
lower negative environmental impact than plastic carryout bags.  Of course it depends upon the type of 
material used to make the bags.  Most reusable bags are made from Polypropylene or cotton.  
Polypropylene bags are not recyclable and must be used at least 14 times and cotton reusable bags 
must be used at least 173 times in order to have a lower environmental impact than using plastic 
carryout bags.  An LDPE reusable bag (a thick plastic carryout bag about 1% of the market) must be used 
5 times in order to have a lower environmental impact than using plastic carryout bags. (Edwards & Fry, 
2011, p. 61) 

One of the drawbacks of reusable bags is that they must be washed on a regular basis in order to 
prevent buildup of bacteria.  Polypropylene reusable bags must be hand washed while most cotton or 
fabric bags can be machine washed.  Reusable bags cost the consumer time to inspect, wash, dry, fold, 
and stock the bags in the car in order to have them with you the next time you shop.  So in addition to 
the cost of bags, there is personal time involved which should also be considered.  In an article titled 
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“Plastic Bag Alternatives Much More Costly to Consumers”, the authors evaluate the personal time 
required to handle reusable bags and place a value on that time in order to equitably compare the 
monetary cost of each bag alternative. (van Leeuwen & Williams, Plastic Bag Alternatives Much More 
Costly to Consumers, 2013)  

Educating Shoppers about Using Reusable Bags 
Retailers are very limited in what they are able to do in terms of educating and encourage shoppers to 
use reusable bags.  This is limited to signs about remembering to bring your reusable bags, signs about 
recycling your plastic carryout bags in the In-Store Recycling Bin, and perhaps a verbal comment to the 
shopper by the checker.  Shoppers go into a store to shop and frequently are in a hurry and pay no 
attention to posted signs.  Now, you might say, that some educational messages about using reusable 
bags could be included in television, radio, or newspaper advertisements, but those would be very brief 
and more than likely not reap the desired results.  Hence, the education opportunities for retail stores 
are very limited almost to the point of being impractical. 

Retail Store Reporting Requirements 
Under practically all single-use bag ordinances retail stores are required to put the paper bag fee on 
customer receipts including the amount charged for paper bags.  In addition, the retail store is required 
to report the number of paper bags issued and the amount of money collected in fees.  The purpose of 
this requirement is to determine how well the ordinance discourages paper bag use and in the event 
officials deem that the fee does not sufficiently discourage use of paper bags the fee charged for paper 
bags could be raised.   

Single-Use Bag Ordinances Are Not Successful 
In a paper titled “Bag Bans: A Failure-Not Success As Claimed” the author notes that if a single-use bag 
ordinances just banned plastic bags they would be considered a success;  However, single-use bag 
ordinances do more than just ban plastic carryout bags!  Single-use bag ordinances are implemented by 
the community as a project and projects include key objectives.  These objectives when analyzed 
demonstrate that the single-use bag ordinances, at the very best, achieve marginal results and for the 
most part are an outright failure!  (van Leeuwen & Williams, Bag Bans: A Failure - Not Success As 
Claimed, 2013) 

• For example, the objective to reduce “… the environmental impacts related to single-use plastic carryout 
bags …” upon the environment clearly fails because 10 out of 14 environmental parameters have a higher 
negative impacts after the ban than before.  

• The objective to “… deter the use of paper bags by retail customers …” also fails because paper bag use 
increases from about 5% to about 30%.  

• The objective to “… promoting a shift bag toward the use of reusable carryout bags …” fails in that 
shoppers choose the No bag option or paper bags over reusable bags on a 2:1 ratio.  

• The objective to “… reduce the amount of single-use bags in trash loads to reduce landfill volumes”  fails in 
that the weight of single-use paper bags post ban exceeds the weight of plastic bags pre-ban.  
Furthermore, if you include all bags in trash loads as a direct result of the single-use bag ordinance more 
than four times as much material by weight is deposited in the landfills after the ban than before.  
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• Also the objective to reduce “… litter and the associated adverse impacts to storm water systems, 
aesthetics and marine and terrestrial environments” fails in that the ordinance only eliminates at most 
0.6% of roadside litter leaving the remaining 99.4% of litter waiting to be picked up.   

Each of the above objectives for the single-use bag ordinance clearly FAILS.  The only “unstated” 
objective that of banning plastic bags succeeds and only because it is the law.  Communities would do 
well NOT to implement a single-use bag ordinance or to REPEAL such an ordinance if it is on the books.  
Projects that do not live up to their objectives are normally cancelled, whether in private industry or in 
the government.  (van Leeuwen & Williams, Bag Bans: A Failure - Not Success As Claimed, 2013) 

The single-use bag ordinances lock into place a ban on the “free” distribution of plastic carryout bags by 
affected retail stores and place a fee on paper bags in order to coerce shoppers to use reusable bags.  
These requirements lock a single “failed” solution into place and prevent retail stores from exploring 
alternative solutions to the razor thin plastic carryout bags that are deemed to be an environmental 
problem.   

Market Driven Solution 
In a Market Economy, goods are bought and sold with prices determined by the free market with 
minimal government control and regulation. (Vocabulary.Com, 2013)  

In a Managed Economy, the government manages the allocation of goods and resources and 
determines prices. (Vocabulary.com, 2013)  

A single-use bag ordinance clearly fits the model of a Managed Economy and not a free Market 
Economy.  The ordinance determines the allocation of goods by banning plastic carryout bags and 
promoting through coercion the use of reusable bags and determines the price or fee charged for paper 
bags.  

Adopting a Market Driven Solution would have made the most sense.  Communities could simply have 
banned the razor-thin plastic bags that are a wind-blown nuisance.  Simple as that.  While this solution 
might have increased paper bag use initially, paper bags are much more expensive than the plastic bags 
they replace.  The use of the more expensive paper bags would drive industry to provide a cheaper 
alternative to the paper bag, a bag that would not be a wind-blown nuisance.  Competition and 
ingenuity and development of new products are what has made this country great.  There is no reason 
to believe that this would not occur in the disposable shopping bag industry.  

The public would have adopted the new solution.  No rancor and complaints.  No local cost to enforce 
an ordinance.  Individual choice and liberty and freedom would have been preserved.  Retail 
establishments would be able to offer their customers a “free” bag to take purchases home or people 
could use reusable bags if they are so inclined.  

Some stores in some areas have tried market driven solutions and began offering a thicker plastic bag to 
customers meeting the thickness requirements of a reusable plastic bag instead of a paper bag only to 
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have the city (e.g. City of San Jose) impose the minimum fee on that bag as well.  Thereby reinforcing 
the government mandated solution that the customer must use reusable bags. 

Conclusion 
Public officials who adopt a single-use bag ordinance demonstrate a lack of faith in the free market and 
the ability of that market to adopt a satisfactory solution to the razor thin plastic bags that they deem to 
be a wind-blown and environmental nuisance.  Free Market solutions are superior to the government 
mandates that are fixed in law since they can respond to changing conditions in the market and the 
advent of new and innovative products.  

It is common knowledge that when the government dictates the solution – innovation and progress are 
thrown out the window, costs go through the roof, and failed government policies are locked into place. 
A bag ban locks a failed government policy in place distorting the free market and costing consumers.   

Public Officials are encouraged to put the issue of bag bans to a vote of the people.  Don’t shove it down 
the throats of the people like what happened with the Affordable Care Act (ACA) also known as Obama 
Care.  

About The Author 
Anthony van Leeuwen is the founder of the Fight The Plastic Bag Ban website and writes extensively on 
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