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On Tuesday, 24 June, 2014, the Ventura County Board of Supervisors voted to proceed with a Single-Use 
Carryout Bag Ordinance for the unincorporated areas in Ventura County.  The ordinance would ban the 
free distribution of single-use paper and plastic carryout bags and impose a charge of 10-cents for 
recyclable paper bags.  The item was placed on the agenda by supervisors Steve Bennett and John 
Zaragoza, both of whom feared that the State of California would not pass a statewide plastic bag ban, a 
solution both of them preferred.  The agenda item would direct county staff to prepare an ordinance 
based on the model ordinance contained in the Beach Erosion Authority for Clean Oceans (BEACON) 
Environmental Impact Report (EIR).  It should be mentioned that Supervisors Bennett and Zaragoza also 
serve on the BEACON board, a joint powers authority that was responsible for development of the 
BEACON EIR.  

According to the agenda item, “The ordinance would apply to supermarkets, grocery stores, pharmacies, 
convenience food stores, liquor stores and other retail stores that sell a limited line of food goods 
including milk, bread, sodas and snack food.  The ordinance would not apply to plastic produce bags, nor 
to plastic bags used in restaurants and cafes for take-out food.  Approximately 21 retail stores in the 
Ventura County unincorporated area would be affected by this ordinance.  The greatest concentration of 
these stores is in the Ojai Valley.” 

The stated goal is: “The ordinance is intended to reduce litter and other environmental impacts related to 
single-use carryout plastic bags and provide an incentive for increased use of reusable bags.” 

Supervisor Bennett stated that there are lots of plastic bags at the beach and particularly at mouths of 
the Ventura and Santa Clara rivers.  He said that the number of plastic bags will gall you and you will 
become a believer if you participate in one of those cleanups, just one-time.  While Supervisor Bennett 
frequently makes the statement that there are a lot of plastic grocery bags in the riverbed, such 
anecdotal evidence is certainly not helpful.  What is needed is survey data from an official litter audit, 
not only to determine the number of plastic bags found but also to identify how those bags got there.  In 
other words, did these littered plastic bags originate from beach goers, or were they flushed out of 
storm drains that empty into the river, or were they littered by the homeless who frequently camp in 
the riverbed or a combination of all three.  This is an important question because of the impact the 
ordinance will have on all residents particularly in view of the following facts: 

• In 2012 the County and the City of Ventura participated in the removal of 20 homeless 
encampments in the Ventura River bottom resulting in the removal of 100 tons of trash which 
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brought the total amount of trash removed from the river bottom in 2012 to 300 tons! (Cohn, 
2012) 

• The County of Santa Barbara reported that 403 plastic carryout bags were collected from 23 
beach areas along the coast in Santa Barbara County in a Coastal Cleanup Day event held in 
September 2013.  That means approximately 17.6 plastic grocery bags on average were found 
per beach area.  In addition, the 403 plastic bags represent only 0.000176% of 228 million 
plastic carryout bags used in Santa Barbara County per year. (van Leeuwen, Santa Barbara 
County Supervisors Not Well Served, 2013)  

• Litter surveys show that all plastic bags represent only 0.6% of all litter items.  Plastic grocery 
bags make up only a fraction of the 0.6%, meaning that plastic grocery bag litter is a very small 
component of all roadside litter.  Understanding that plastic bag litter problem is much smaller 
than portrayed by Bag Ban proponents is essential for developing good public policy. (Stein, 
2012) 

Supervisor Bennett did say his goal is to have bag bans in all areas so that the entire watershed would be 
free of plastic grocery bags.  While this goal is noble and certainly demonstrates his leadership and 
tenacity on following through on this issue, it misses the real point.  The goal should be a watershed that 
is free of all trash, not just the absence of one type of item, plastic bags.  In other words, litter removal 
and prevention efforts should be broad based to eliminate all trash.  You cannot solve a litter problem 
by singling out one item.  After all plastic bags only represents at most 0.6% of roadside litter while fast 
food litter represents slightly more than 29% of roadside litter.  Therefore, banning plastic grocery bags 
will only result in a miniscule reduction in the amount of litter in and around the community that will 
find its way to the watershed. 

Supervisor Zaragoza mentioned that the reason BEACON pursued a plastic bag ban is that only about 5% 
of individuals recycle their plastic bags and therefore there are a lot of bags around that end up polluting 
our waterways, beaches, and clog storm drains.  And that is why BEACON got together to create this 
ordinance to control this plastic bag pollution.  [NOTE: Supervisor Zaragoza is correct that only about 5% 
of shoppers recycle their plastic bags.  However, most people reuse the plastic grocery bags as trash 
bags that end up in the landfill filled with trash and are therefore no longer available to be recycled. (van 
Leeuwen, Plastic Bag Recycling Rate - A Non-Issue, 2013)  Obviously to be fair, shoppers who discard 
empty grocery bags in the trash or recycle bins could be contributing to several problems, empty bags 
flying away at the landfill, and clogged machinery at recycling facilities.] 

Supervisor Linda Parks in her comments mentioned the desire to use some of the funds that stores 
receive from the paper bag fee for children’s environmental education, such as school gardens, or 
perhaps going to the fish and game commission for grants.  [NOTE: Proposition 26 requires a vote of the 
people in order to pass a tax, which is what the paper bag fee would be if collected by the county to be 
used as suggested by Supervisor Parks.] 

A total of five speakers, provided comments to the Board of Supervisors.  The first speaker, Anthony van 
Leeuwen from Ventura, who also submitted a letter to the board, spoke in opposition.  He made the 
following points: 
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• The ordinance would INCREASE the cost to residents in the unincorporated areas of Ventura 
County by $2.3 million per year. 

• That shoppers overwhelmingly REJECT using reusable bags by a ratio of 2:1 and choose to 
use paper bags or No bags instead.  In fact, in San Jose 43.5% of shoppers left the store with 
NO bag and that this represents a picture of failure, the failure to implement the right 
solution. 

• The ordinance would increase household water consumption to wash and sanitize reusable 
bags.  He indicated that using water to wash and sanitize reusable bags is a waste of a scarce 
resource since sanitary paper and plastic bags are available off-the-shelf. 

Mr. van Leeuwen also mentioned that in his letter to the board there is an outline of a different 
ordinance that would replace the thin-film plastic grocery bags with thicker plastic bags that would 
avoid increased water consumption and eliminate a lot of other negatives aspects and more than likely 
would not require a redo of the EIR.  

The second speaker was Bob Davidson, a 40 year resident of the city and county of Los Angeles, who 
made the following points: 

• The average shopper uses 500 bags per year and only 5% are recycled. 
• By failing to pass an ordinance you are encouraging the use of products designed to be 

disposed after one use. 
• Plastic bags never really go away, they biodegrade and breakdown into smaller and smaller 

particles. 
• Gold Coast Recycling does not accept plastic bags in their recycling bins and the bags they 

do get are put into the landfill, since there are no foreign markets for recycled plastic bags.  
[NOTE: plastic grocery bags recycled at the grocery store do not end up at Gold Coast 
Recycling nor do they necessarily go to foreign markets but are recycled and made into 
products in the U.S.] 

• A Single-Use bag ban would reduce litter in general and greatly assist the county in meeting 
storm water and waste mandates set by state regulatory agencies. 

• Similar ordinances have proved successful elsewhere by changing shopper habits and 
encouraging them to bring reusable bags. 

• In Santa Monica, before the ordinance went into effect, 70% of shoppers used plastic bags 
and after the ordinance went into effect, 70% used reusable bags or no bag at all.  He stated 
that 30% used reusable bags, 30% paper, and 40% no bags at all.  He stated that he 
interprets that as a win because bags are a problem and if there are no bags that are less 
problems. [NOTE: the goal of the ordinance is to shift customers from plastic and paper to 
using reusable bags.  The BEACON EIR assumes that 5% of plastic bags remain, that 30% of 
plastic bags are replaced by paper bags and that 65% of plastic bags are replaced by 
reusable bags.  Usage statistics show only about 30% instead of 65% use reusable bags and 
30% use paper with 40% of customers leaving the store with no bag.  The objective of the 
ordinance are clearly not met. Hence that should be interpreted as failure and not success.] 
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• Before 1970 there was no such thing as a single use plastic bag and shoppers seemed to 
manage just fine.  [NOTE: in 1970 all shoppers were given paper bags at no charge!  That is 
not the case with this ordinance!  In addition, NO adverse environmental impacts occurred.] 

• Statewide legislation has failed four times in the past. 
• Some people complain about charging for paper bags.  But it is necessary to provide an 

incentive for shoppers to bring their reusable bags.  [NOTE: There is a fine line between 
making a free choice and coercion and tyranny. ] 
 

The next speaker was Paul Hertzog, from Surfrider, who recently participated in a beach cleanup and 
stated that a lot of trash gets to the beach and who was astounded by how much plastic was picked up.  
[NOTE:  A wide range of plastic objects make their way to the ocean, from toothbrushes, toys, pens, all 
the way to plastic grocery bags.  This is why a broad-based approach is needed to deal with litter rather 
than singling out one item from the litter stream.] 
 
The next speaker was Bill Hickman, a resident of Ventura, who made several good points: 

• That a Single-Use bag ordinance will not solve the litter problem. 
• That plastic bags are troublesome, an eyesore, fly away easily, and harm the wildlife that we 

love. 
• That it would be great if no one buys a paper bag or a reusable bag because people already have 

so many of them. 
• Surfrider Foundation and the City of Ventura have or are hosting bag giveaway events. 

The next speaker was Debbie Tygel, a fourth grade teacher at the Academy of Technology and 
Leadership at Saticoy (ATLAS) and member of Surfrider Foundation who enthusiastically spoke about 
both plastic bags and polystyrene waste.  She stated that water is used to make plastic bags and 
polystyrene and seemed to indicate such use is a waste.  She also stated that we are stewards of the 
planet and we all need to work together.  [NOTE: The use of water in the manufacture of products is 
controlled and efficient; whereas, the use of water to wash and sanitize reusable bags is not and a waste 
of a precious resource since sanitary paper or plastic bags are available off-the-shelf.] 

After all public speakers had their say, Supervisor Bennett made a few comments.  He stated that there 
will be an adjustment to make, and that there are so many other cultures that have made the 
adjustment, and that there are lots of places where you can go and they will say “You mean you didn’t 
bring a bag or a box?”  He acknowledge that there will be some adjustment.  He said that it will be well 
worth it, if we can get the Ventura River watershed including Ojai, the unincorporated areas, and the 
City of Ventura alone that is a major watershed that will be bag free.  It would be a significant 
improvement and beneficial change for all of us.  He also mentioned that it would help him to 
remember to take those reusable bags out of the car and into the store.   

Supervisor Zaragoza also mentioned that there are other waterways in the county subject to the TMDL 
(Total Maximum Daily Loads) and agencies are required to clean up trash as mandated by the water 
quality board. 
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Supervisor Linda Parks then mentioned that it would include Oak Park and also the Malibu watershed.  
She also ask that the motion include looking at using some of the funds for children’s education through 
the fish and game department. 

Supervisor Kathy Long said she will support this.  She said she would have preferred a statewide bag 
ban.  She mentioned that this will raise the bar in the unincorporated areas, but unless the urban 
populations centers are informed and engaged in support of this we will continue to battle this.  She also 
mentioned that if anyone googles “ocean garbage dumps” you will find websites for the Pacific Ocean 
garbage dump and for the Indian Ocean garbage dump and we have to do something.  She 
acknowledged it is not just plastic bags, but other things as well. [NOTE:  The great pacific garbage patch 
is a myth propagated via the internet.  (van Leeuwen & Williams, The Lies, Myths, Half-Truths, and 
Exaggerations of Ban Ban Proponents, 2013)] 

Supervisor Peter Foy, stated that he is not in support of this, but he appreciates the idea that they  are 
trying to accomplish.  He did say, he did not believe that it will accomplish a whole lot.  He mentioned 
that in other places it hasn’t really solved the litter problem.  It goes back to us being personally 
responsible.  He knows that litter must be cleaned up and something has to be done.  He also stated 
that he appreciates the people who are willing to clean up the beaches. 

The board voted 4 to 1 to pass the agenda item directing staff to prepare an ordinance for consideration 
by the board.  Supervisors Steve Bennett, Linda Parks, Kathy Long, and John Zaragoza voted YES and 
Supervisor Peter Foy voted NO.   

Conclusion 
The Board of Supervisors voted to proceed with preparation of bag ban ordinance for the 
unincorporated areas of Ventura County.  Arguments presented by the author, that it would cost 
residents an additional $2.3 million per year, that bag bans don’t really work, and that using reusable 
bags increases household consumption of water did not deter the board from proceeding.  Obviously, 
the board believes that removing plastic bags has a much higher priority than the conflicting 
environmental goal of conserving every drop of water.   

The county should do a litter audit, quantify the number of bags littered, and determine how those bags 
entered the environment.  You simply cannot develop a good solution to a problem if you do not 
understand the nature and the cause of the problem.  In addition the county should do a complete cost-
benefit analysis and determine if the costs are in line with the benefits.  Unfortunately, neither a litter 
audit or a cost benefit analysis has been done.  The county has simply not done their homework yet. 

About the Author 
Anthony van Leeuwen is the founder of the Fight The Plastic Bag Ban website and writes extensively on 
the subject.  He holds a bachelors and Master's degree in Electronics Engineering and has over 40 years 
of experience working in the federal government. 
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