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You hear it over and over again, “plastic bags do not decompose and will last a thousand years in a 
landfill” and “they will be here long after I am gone!”  A Google web search will show hundreds of 
articles with the same theme and in all cases the writers attempt to convey how bad this is and why we 
should ban plastic carryout bags.  Look at what some say: 

• Plastic bags are not biodegradable … and end up in landfills where they may take 1,000 years or 
more to break down into ever smaller particles that continue to pollute the soil and water. 
(West) 

• A plastic carrier bag will take up to 1000 years to break down once it is in the landfill.  Compare 
that to its useful life which can be measured in minutes – the length of time it takes to get our 
shopping home from the store before being dumped in the dustbin. (Green) 

• Plastic bags also have a hard time decomposing; estimates range from ten to twenty years when 
exposed to air to 500–1,000 years in a landfill. (Cadman) 

But what do these writers NOT tell you?  They don’t tell you that the raw materials, oil and natural gas, 
from whose byproducts plastic carryout bags are made, were in the ground for thousands if not millions 
of years.  So all that we are doing is putting back into the ground what we extracted from it in the first 
place, but we put it back in a different and more stable form.  

So does it really matter if plastic carryout bags last a thousand years in the landfill?  Of course it doesn’t 
matter.  It’s just one more emotional argument that Bag Banners use in their attempt to persuade the 
public that plastic carryout bags are bad and should be eliminated.   

Now, don’t get me wrong, if plastic carryout bags are not filled with trash they should have been 
recycled instead of ending up in the landfill. 

Plastic Carryout Bags Are Made From Polyethylene 
Plastic Carryout Bags are made from either High Density Poly Ethylene (HDPE) or Low Density Poly 
Ethylene (LDPE) with Resin Identification Code 2 and 4 respectively.  The Resin Identification Code is the 
number inside the triangle.  Most plastic carryout bags in grocery stores are made from HDPE plastic and 
department stores (such as Target) are made from LDPE. (van Leeuwen, 2012, p. 12) 

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 
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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.  

Are Plastics Safe? 
The plastics used in HDPE and LDPE, Type 2 and 4 respectively, are two of the safer plastics and 
commonly used for packaging food products, milk, juice, detergent, shampoo, toys, grocery bags, bread 
bags, garbage bags, and much more.  (Yang, Yaniger, Jordan, Klein, & Bittner, 2011) (Know Your Plastics, 
2013)   

While HDPE and LDPE plastics are relatively safe, it is known that most plastics, particularly when 
stressed, will release chemicals having Estrogenic Activity (EA) that reportedly cause many adverse 
health effects in fetal and juvenile mammals.  It has been shown that exposures to chemicals having EA 
in low doses can change the structure and function of many human cell types. (Gray, Nudelman, & 
Engel, 2010)  EA-free plastics products can be produced.  (Yang, Yaniger, Jordan, Klein, & Bittner, 2011) 

But it's still unclear whether people are being harmed by so-called estrogenic chemicals in plastics.  
Most studies of health effects have been done in mice and rats and a new study doesn't look at health 
risks.  It simply asks whether common plastic products release estrogen-like chemicals. (Hamilton, 2011) 

An article titled “Know Your Plastics” and published in Healthy Child Healthy World identifies the 
different types of plastics and states that the safer plastics are coded 1, 2, 4, and 5.  Plastics coded 3, 6, 
and most plastics labeled with 7 are not as safe and should be avoided because of the potential to leach 
dangerous toxins or carcinogens into the environment.   

Since plastic bags are made from the safer plastics, we will refer the reader to other articles for 
information about those plastics that are not as safe. 

Plastic Carryout Bags in Landfills 
Proponents of plastic Bag Bans claim that plastic carryout bags do not decompose in landfills and will 
last thousands of years.  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.  Also, since plastic 
carryout bags are made from natural gas and oil byproducts, we are only putting back into the earth 
what we took out of it. (van Leeuwen, California Landfills Impacted By Bag Bans, 2014) 
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Proponents of plastic Bag Bans claim that plastic carryout bags take up space in landfills.  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 and by factor of more than 4 times as much. (van Leeuwen, California Landfills Impacted By Bag 
Bans, 2014) 

Standard polyethylene bags don't biodegrade, but they do photo degrade when exposed to ultraviolet 
radiation from sunlight, polyethylene's polymer chains become brittle and start to crack.  This means 
that plastic bags will eventually break down into small fragments and ultimately into microscopic 
granules.  When plastic bags are in a landfill without exposure to oxygen and sunlight, the amount of 
time for the bags to break down is unknown and timespans are quoted as 500 to 1000 years, meaning a 
very long time. (Lapidos, 2007) 

Plastic Bags Should be Recycled 
Environmentalists regularly reject recycling of plastic bags as a solution to plastic bag litter in favor of 
banning plastic bags.  They point to the low recycling rate for plastic carryout bags as the reason why 
plastic carryout bags should be banned.  However, Bag Ban Proponents totally miss the point since they 
have not considered that plastic bags are one of the most reused that come into the home.  When 
plastic carryout bags are reused as trash bags, waste can liners, to pick up pet litter, dispose of kitchen 
grease, dispose of dirty diapers, or the myriad of other uses and end up in the landfill filled with 
trash, they cannot be recycled.  Bag Ban Proponents appear to have a particularly difficult time 
comprehending this simple fact.  (van Leeuwen, Plastic Bag Recycling Rate - A Non-Issue, 2013) 

Shoppers who save plastic bags for reuse should be sure to recycle excess bags through the In-Store 
Recycling Bins at their local supermarket and not through the curbside recycling bins.  If they do dispose 
of bags in the curbside trash bin, these bags along with paper litter that can become windblown should 
be bagged, similar to the requirement to bag shredded paper from a paper shredder!  This solution will 
prevent a lot litter spilling from garbage trucks when containers are emptied thereby preventing a 
significant amount of roadside litter not to mention plastic bag litter. (van Leeuwen, Plastic Bag 
Recycling Rate - A Non-Issue, 2013) 

Conclusion 
Many environmentalist spend a lot of emotional energy concerned that the plastic bags they use will last 
in a landfill for a thousand years and be there long after they are gone.  The raw materials from which 
these bags are made, oil and natural gas, has been in the ground for thousands if not millions of years.  
In other words, the fact that a plastic bag lasts in a landfill for a thousand years is a non-issue.  What 
comes out of the ground goes right back into the ground.   
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