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Do So Much Better & For So Much Less! 

THERE ARE BETTER WAYS TO HANDLE PLASTIC BAG LITTER THAN A PLASTIC BAG BAN! 
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Litter from fast food waste makes up 29.4% of roadside litter.  Should we ban fast food takeout?  Now, 
before you answer, plastic grocery bags make up less than 0.6% of all roadside litter and cities all over 
California are banning plastic grocery bags!  The good news is that fast food takeout is not being 
banned, but it begs the question “Why are plastic grocery bags singled out when their contribution to 
litter is miniscule?” 

In fact, officials who vote for plastic bag bans cannot even point to a plastic bag litter problem in their 
own community!  Let alone a problem of sufficient magnitude that would justify a ban.  Litter surveys 
are rarely ever conducted and when they are, they are conducted in a haphazard manner leading to 
questionable results.  Decisions to implement bag bans are usually based on anecdotal evidence, 
questionable at best, offered by environmental groups such as showing pictures of a few plastic bags 
littered around town, in the river bed, and pictures of a turtle chewing on a plastic bag.   

Everything that man uses is littered.  Ever see a discarded candy wrapper, a paper bag, a milk carton, a 
mattress, a sofa, or a tire on the side of the road?  Life would be tough if we ban everything that is 
littered, including plastic grocery bags.  Despite the lack of evidence that plastic bag litter is a significant 
problem, let’s assume it is and look at more cost effective and appropriate methods of dealing with that 
litter, methods that would be beneficial to the community.   

Typical Plastic Bag Ban 
Bag Bans throughout the State of California are very similar to one another.  The same prescription is 
copied from one community to another with minor variations.  Essentially, they ban plastic carryout 
bags and 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 certain low income groups such as food 
stamp recipients.  Plastic bag bans are less than successful, since shoppers choose paper bags or no bags 
over reusable bags by a ratio of two-to-one.  The bag ban implements a minimum charge of 10-cents for 
each paper bag distributed and in some jurisdictions this fee is extended to thicker plastic carryout bags 
that are distributed instead.  

The Community Could Do Better! 
Although the costs and impacts to retail businesses and to customers are significant, a plastic bag ban 
eliminates only one type of item from the litter stream: An item that is much less than 0.6% of all litter.  
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Plastic Bag Bans are a massive waste of time and money, produce miniscule results, and is the least 
efficient and effective solution to the litter problem.  The community can do SO much better and for SO 
much less!   

Establish A Litter Task Force 
Because most communities implement plastic bag bans without analyzing and evaluating the plastic bag 
litter problem, and because in most communities there is no single individual responsible to deal with 
litter issues, we recommend the establishment of a Litter Task Force.  The Litter Task Force would be 
comprised of both citizens from the community and city and county officials to include the various 
stakeholders.  The task force would be charged to conduct informal surveys in the local community to 
identify the sources of litter and areas where particular litter problems exist.  Sources of litter could 
include commercial areas, public parks, homeless encampments, illegal dumping, freeways, uncovered 
trash receptacles, and uncovered garbage and recycling trucks.  The task force would be charged with 
looking at different strategies and determine a plan of action to reduce or eliminate litter, and not just 
plastic bag litter.  The task force would identify areas where the help from the public is needed and work 
with city officials, stakeholders, and the media to communicate and solicit the public’s help.  

Alternatives To A Plastic Bag Ban 
Alternatives to a plastic bag ban can consist of one or more of the following: (1) an alternative 
ordinance; (2) improved litter control and reduction efforts; and (3) various public education efforts.  By 
employing alternative solutions, communities can take steps to reduce and eliminate all litter, and not 
just plastic bag litter.  Communities can do much better than implementing an unpopular, costly, and 
inefficient bag ban!  There are many alternative solutions and methodologies which will improve the 
environment at a much lower overall cost. 

Alternative Ordinances 

A Modified Bag Ban 
A Justification for a bag ban always centers around the thin film plastic carryout bags because of the 
associated litter problem with no real justification for banning thicker plastic bags or paper bags.  A 
modified bag ban could be limited to banning the thin film plastic carryout bags only.  This would require 
retail stores to solve the problem that balances customer service with free market principals in coming 
up with an economical solution for alternative carryout bags.  The solution could use a combination of 
reusable carryout bags and store provided paper or thicker plastic carryout bags.  Stores would be free 
to charge for bags or incorporate the cost of bags in retail prices and give a credit for every reusable bag 
used.  

This solution differs from the plastic bag ban normally implemented by communities and retains free 
market principles and preserves individual liberty and freedom of choice.  This is the solution that has 
been implemented in cities like South Lake Tahoe, California. (van Leeuwen, Lake Tahoe Passes Bag Ban 
With A Twist, 2014) 
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No Ban But Selective Use of Paper Carryout Bags  
Most plastic carryout bag litter is a result of customers who go into a grocery store to purchase snacks 
and drinks to be consumed somewhere outside the store.  The bags are then frequently littered.  
Retailers could provide paper bags instead of plastic bags to customers who buy snacks that they 
suspect would be consumed outside the store (in the car, in the park, etc.).  For example, a customer 
goes into a store and purchases a soft drink and a bag of chips and some Oreo cookies.  The clerk offers 
the customer a small paper bag rather than a plastic bag.  While this solution is not foolproof, it would 
go a long way towards controlling plastic bag litter from people who consume food in public places or on 
the street. 

Collect Fee For Each Store Provided Carryout Bag 
The community could collect part or the entire minimum fee charged for store provided bags if an 
ordinance was put on the ballot and approved by voters.  (Note: California law does not allow new taxes 
without a public vote, which is why bag ban proponents try to get around this by calling it a “minimum 
fee,” payable to the stores instead of the local government.)  The fee would be dedicated by the city and 
used for REAL trash cleanup in lieu of a plastic bag ban.  The city could charge a tax of just 5 cents per 
carryout bag, and use that to hire additional people whose sole job would be to provide additional 
supplemental clean up of storm drains, creeks, river bottoms, and other public areas.  This would be 
HUGELY more effective than just a bag ban, at less cost to the people, and still allow free bag choice.  
And the per bag fee would be more acceptable to the public since the money would go for a good 
cause! 

Directly Hire Supplemental Staff To Clean Up Litter 
A bag tax alternative would be a small increase in property taxes could be used to pay for the 
supplemental staff assigned to pick up plastic bags and other trash that are claimed to be the issue.  For 
example, in a city like Santa Clara (110,000 people), a tax of only $5 per person per year would raise 
over $500,000.  That could pay for 5-8 full time city staff, who would just comb through the city every 
single day visiting parks, creeks, and all the places where windblown litter and uncollected garbage exist, 
and just pick up the trash and deposit it in local trash bins for city collection.  Each supplemental trash 
collecting staff worker would be responsible for just 3 square miles of the city as their full time job.  
Simple, easy, and effective.  A city like San Jose would have 10 times the number of people on staff (50 - 
80) for the same cost of about $5 per person.  This kind of coverage means every park could have 
someone visit it about every day or two; creeks could be swept at least once a week.   

Other Litter Control Measures That Could Be Implemented 
The following litter control measures could also make a big difference in removing litter from the 
environment. 

Improve Street Sweeping In Problem Areas 
In many cities, cars may not be parked on the street on certain days of the week, to allow the street 
sweeper to properly clean streets.  Cars parked on the street on that day are cited.  In many cities due to 
complaints from residents, the requirement to not park on the street on a certain day has been 
eliminated.  In some cases, high density housing projects are built without adequate off-street parking.  
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As a result, these housing projects have cars parked in the street all day long, even though the car has to 
be moved from time to time.  As a result, street sweeping has been less than successful in cleaning litter 
from the gutter, as the street sweeper has to go around and avoid parked cars.  This means litter, such 
as the litter that is spilled when the curbside trash bin is dumped into the trash truck that if not cleaned 
up will eventually enter the storm drains with storm water.  Cities should evaluate street sweeping 
schedules and litter removal efforts in high litter areas and consider re-establishing mandatory “clear 
street” days.  By carefully working through this issue, the amount of litter could be reduced. 

Require More Frequent Cleaning Of Retail Parking Lots And Commercial Areas 
Retail parking lots, particularly at grocery stores, and surrounding areas should be cleaned more 
frequently to prevent litter from becoming windblown litter or to keep it from entering storm drains, 
including plastic carryout bags.  In addition, those who manage events, such as farmers’ markets should 
be held responsible for cleaning up all litter after the event. 

Empty Trash Receptacles In Public Parks On Weekends  
Trash Receptacles in public parks are frequently overflowing with trash after a busy weekend.  By 
emptying these trash containers late Saturday afternoon, overflowing of containers could be avoided.  
When a container overflows, crows and seagulls will go after trash can contents to scavenge for food.  
The resulting litter on the ground may become windblown, including empty plastic bags that have not 
been tied in a knot that may have been disposed of in the trash container.  Maintenance schedules for 
public trash receptacles should be reviewed and reworked to minimize problems with overflowing trash 
cans. 

Lids On Public Trash Receptacles 
Trash Receptacles that have no lids will allow trash to escape when the wind blows.  A lid on a trash 
receptacle is a must to prevent litter from escaping and becoming windblown litter.  While cities may 
make a good faith effort to put lids on trash receptacles in public parks, these lids may occasionally go 
missing and trash receptacles will be there to receive trash with no lid.  As a result, some of the litter will 
become windblown litter.  Cities would do well to regularly inspect trash containers in public areas. 

Storm Drain Trash Capture Devices 
Environmental organizations have identified that 80% of all plastic debris in the ocean including plastic 
bags originate from land based sources and are conveyed to the ocean via storm drains.  The federal 
clean water act requires communities to install trash capture devices in storm drain inlets, catch basins, 
and outfalls so that zero trash is conveyed to waterways and the ocean.  These storm drain trash 
capture devices are installed under the Total Maximum Daily Loads (TMDL) municipal program.  While a 
bag ban will keep plastic carryout bags out of rivers and the ocean to the extent they are banned, trash 
capture devices are more effective at keeping all kinds of plastic debris such as bottle caps, pens, plastic 
cigarette lighters, and other items from floating down storm drains into rivers and oceans with storm 
water.  Installation of trash capture devices in storm drains is far more effective and comprehensive 
solution than a plastic bag ban in preventing plastic debris and plastic bags from harming marine 
wildlife. 
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Cover Truck Loads  
Uncovered truck loads are a major source of roadside litter.  This includes small trucks such as a pickup 
truck hauling trash to the much larger trucks such as trash and recycling trucks.  A covered load will 
prevent litter from blowing out of the truck and littering the roadside and surrounding areas.  
Enforcement of applicable regulations regarding covering of loads would greatly help in preventing 
roadside litter. 

Use Volunteers To Clean Up Litter 
While we recommend hiring additional city staff to clean up litter, community volunteers can be an 
important resource of help in cleaning up large public areas such as beaches and riverbeds and even 
large public parks.  A number of environmental groups who bring their volunteers out to do this work 
are doing great service to the community in helping to preserve our common areas and the 
environment. 

Make Litter Cleanup A Community Service  
Spending time cleaning up litter when you are young teaches a valuable lesson.  More than likely you 
will grow up and not litter.  Allowing litter cleanup projects to be part of community service that young 
people are required to do as part of graduating from high school or college not only helps the 
environment but teaches important life lessons.  Also, law breakers such as people who receive tickets 
or break the law could perform community service as part of their punishment.  The unemployed who 
are receiving unemployment and not actively seeking work should be required to perform community 
service, and litter cleanup would be a low skilled job anyone can do. 

Educate, Don’t Regulate 
Perform education campaigns to stress the importance of reducing, reusing, and recycling.  Many people 
simply do not know the many reuses of plastic carryout bags or that they can be recycled at the local 
grocery store.  Furthermore, even fewer know that clean bread bags, produce bags, and plastic wrap 
from bottled water, toilet paper, etc. can be recycled in these same bins.  Educating the public on the 
proper methods to dispose of plastic grocery bags and similar bags, such as tying a knot in the bag prior 
to disposal in a trash can, would be a step forward.  In addition, educate residents to bag loose trash to 
prevent it from becoming airborne when trash is dumped.  These are some of the things that could be 
done to help make a difference in the community. 

Bag Loose Trash During Disposal 
If you have a paper shredder, you know that the shredded paper must be disposed of inside plastic bags, 
so that the paper shreds will not become airborne litter when the curbside garbage can is dumped.  
Using this same solution for empty plastic bags, wrappers, paper, etc. a lot of airborne litter can be 
avoided.  This solution requires residents to take greater care to ensure that all paper and plastic 
wrappers and similar materials be bagged, rather than being loosely dumped in the curbside trash 
container.  A lot of roadside litter could be avoided if residents would just bag loose litter. 
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Disposing Of An Empty Plastic Bag  
Educate the public to tie a knot in an empty plastic carryout bag that is disposed of in a trash can in 
public areas outdoors.  The knot will prevent the bag from opening up and catching the wind and make 
it less likely that the bag will become windblown litter.   

Other Ideas 
The amount of money that cities spend on implementing and enforcing bag bans could easily be used 
for improved litter cleanup services to eliminate plastic bag litter and roadside litter.  Creative ideas on 
how to improve the beauty of our community through cleaning up unsightly litter should be warmly 
welcomed. 

Discussion 
Bag Bans provide a sense of accomplishment to public officials who believe that they have taken a 
symbolic step forward to making their community more attractive.  Certainly, as time goes on, they see 
fewer plastic carryout bags in the environment bolstering that sense of accomplishment. 

However, Bag Ban proponents claim there will be reductions in cleanup and trash disposal.  But since 
plastic bags comprise less than 0.3% of total waste (Integrated Waste Management Board, 2009) and 
make up less than 0.6% of roadside litter (Schultz & Stein, 2009) (Stein, 2012), litter control and cleanup 
budgets are never reduced.  No reduction in litter cleanup costs or trash disposal savings have been 
shown in any city after a bag ban and shouldn’t be expected because the other 99.4% of litter still needs 
to be cleaned up!  Therefore, using a bag ban to reduce plastic carryout bag litter is clearly the wrong 
solution to the litter problem.  By using a bag ban instead of traditional methods to eliminate litter, 
unavoidable consequences occur including a greater negative impact to the environment, more material 
will go to landfills, local jurisdictions will incur one time and recurring annual costs, and residents will 
incur annual costs in the millions of dollars.  And all for cleaning up less than 0.6% of litter!  (van 
Leeuwen, Bag Bans: Wrong Way To Control Litter, 2013) 

Meanwhile, communities spend thousands of dollars on administrative costs to pass and implement a 
ban, educate businesses and the public about the ban, sponsor free bag giveaways, and then incur the 
recurring costs of time and money to manage and investigate complaints and reported bag ban 
violations.  In addition, government officials never consider the millions of dollars that their citizens 
must spend annually in time and money to purchase, maintain, wash, and handle reusable bags.  This 
cost has been calculated to be about $250 per year per family.  In the end, millions of dollars are spent 
by the people, and no cost benefit is achieved, outside of the workload for a few city workers being ever 
so slightly lightened.  The philosophy seems to be “No cost is too high for any benefit too small.” (van 
Leeuwen & Williams, Plastic Bag Alternatives Much More Costly to Consumers, 2013) (Williams & van 
Leeuwen, 2014) 

Public officials never carefully evaluate the impact of a plastic carryout bag ban.  They do not realize that 
a bag ban does not solve a problem.  It merely shifts the problem from one area to another.  In other 
words, the problem of a few plastic grocery bags littered around town is solved at the expense of 
creating other problems for shoppers.  Shoppers will have to use reusable bags, and if they forget them 
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have to go back to get them, or pay 10-cents for each paper bag used.  Or shoppers have to suffer the 
inconvenience of going without a bag, clutching their purchases to their chests.  So the plastic bag litter 
problem is solved at the expense of shoppers who face the problem of carrying their purchases home 
each and every time they shop.  Furthermore, shoppers who choose to use reusable bags must take the 
time on a recurring basis to manage the bags, inspect, wash, dry, and fold the bags and put them back 
into the car.  (van Leeuwen, Bag Bans: Trading One Problem For Another, 2014) 

Conclusion 
The alternative solutions to a bag ban presented in this paper are simple, effective, and will actually do a 
better job to keep the community clean and beautiful.  These alternative solutions will avoid the greater 
negative environmental impact of a ban, the expenditure of public funds to implement and sustain a bag 
ban, and the increased burden on residents in both cost and personal time.  Furthermore, the 
alternatives presented in this paper provide a BETTER solution to the problem of litter (of all kinds) in 
the community than a plastic bag ban will ever provide.  The community could do SO much better and 
for SO much Less! 
 
Instead of doing the hard work to solve litter problems using traditional methods, officials fall for the 
panacea of passing laws that make a certain groups of people feel good about themselves, the majority 
of the population has to jump through new hoops, and very little is accomplished in reducing litter.  
Thus, the purpose of the plastic bag bans are not to actually solve a problem, but to needlessly control 
aspects of people’s lives for the purpose of appearing “green.” 
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