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Introduction 
What is the difference between “real” and “phony” environmentalism?  A real environmentalist is one 
who carefully evaluates the impact of environmental actions and considers all of the facts including 
primary and secondary impacts.  In addition, a real environmentalist is willing to consider alternative 
environmental actions or even to modify the proposed environmental action in order to eliminate or 
compensate for unintended and damaging consequences.  The phony environmentalist, on the other 
hand, embraces emotional “feel-good” ideas that sound wonderful but produce unintended and 
damaging consequences.  The phony environmentalist, when confronted with these consequences, is 
often dogmatic and unwilling to change proposed environmental actions or even to consider 
alternatives designed to minimize the unintended and damaging consequences, because they are driven 
by “feel-good” emotions rather than a logical thought process. 

The real environmentalist embraces “real science” and the phony embraces “pseudo-science” and “feel-
good” ideas that sound good but are not based upon real science.  In fact, entire books have been 
written on the phenomenon of phony environmentalism, such as “Eco-Fads” by Todd Myers (Myers, 
2011) and “Science Left Behind: Feel-Good Fallacies and The Rise of The Anti-Scientific Left” by Alex B. 
Berezow and Hank Campbell. (Berezow & Campbell, 2012)  Unfortunately, phony environmentalism has 
a track record that ignores negative environmental impacts, wastes resources, and imposes dubious 
environmental programs on the public through law.  This dubious track record has destroyed the 
public’s perception of genuine efforts to improve the environment.  

In arguments over bag bans, proponents typically claim they are the “environmentalists” and label those 
who oppose bag bans as not caring for the environment or the negative effects of trash or plastic on our 
ecosystem.  In fact, anyone opposing bag bans is characterized as working for the plastics industry or 
even “big oil” bent only on profits and convenience over the lives of poor innocent animals choking by 
the thousands on plastic bags.  However, these false accusations are fundamentally untrue.  Setting 
aside the emotional “feel-good” nature of bag bans and digging deeper into the unintended 
consequences and side effects reveals that bag bans are far more damaging than beneficial to the 
environment, economy, and public perception of environmentalism.  

Bag Ban Proponents use generalized arguments about “plastic” or “plastic bags” then seek to curtail one 
single use of one certain type of bag as a solution.  Their sole argument is this: “Isn’t it good to reduce 
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plastic carryout bag use?”  Opponents of bag bans counter that banning an entire class of product is an 
ineffective way to solve a litter problem, that plastic carryout bags are one of the most efficient uses of 
bags, that the vast majority of plastic carryout bags are repurposed for other uses and take the place of 
other less efficient bags, that bag bans have negative side effects, and that laws made to coerce people 
into using reusable bags  against their will are not only wrong but backfire on efforts to promote 
personal environmental responsibility. (van Leeuwen, Bag Bans: Trading One Problem For Another, 
2014) 

Who Are the “True” Environmentalists? 
Bag ban proponents typically claim that they are the “environmentalists” and bag bans are good for the 
environment and the people.  Indeed, the phrase “I am an environmentalist, therefore I support bag 
bans” seems to sound so natural.  But is this true?  Could bag bans actually be worse for the 
environment and people?  Could bag ban proponents be wrong and bag bans be environmentally 
harmful?  And if a person is a true environmentalist, should they actually oppose bag bans?  Consider 
the following facts:  

Bag Ban Proponents Fail To Investigate Side Effects 
Bag ban proponents cite multiple concerns about plastic debris in the ecosystem and focus on only one 
narrow measurement of the environmental impact of bag bans (a reduction in the item banned) as 
justification. They pick and choose to deal with only some side effects, such as the increase in 
greenhouse gas generation by increased use of paper bags through a “minimum fee” that discourages 
their use. They avoid a thorough investigation of all side effects, such as increased purchasing of garbage 
bags to compensate for the lack of carryout bags for trash cans and the increased time, energy, and 
water used by citizens dealing with bag bans.  A full review of all side effects of a bag ban show a net 
negative impact on the environment with virtually negligible positive impacts.  Citing emotional claims 
such as “plastic is floating in the ocean and killing animals!” or “we use billions of plastic bags annually!” 
is not only intellectually dishonest, but fails to stand up under close scrutiny. 

Bag Ban Proponents Are Responsible For Increased Paper Bag Usage!  
Plastic bag bans force more people into using paper bags, which have a higher negative environmental 
impact, and are seldom reused.  In fact, each paper bag has the same negative environmental impact as 
four plastic carryout bags. (Edwards & Fry, 2011)  Proponents try to minimize this negative impact by 
imposing a new “minimum fee” on paper bags to discourage use, which is yet another negative side 
effect of bag bans.  Yet as consumers increasingly reject reusable bags for their own personal reasons 
(health concerns, safety, convenience, or just plain forgetfulness) they turn to purchased paper bags or 
choose to juggle an armload of purchased goods out of the store without bags.  In fact, in both the Cities 
of Santa Monica and San Jose, surveys show that shoppers choose paper bags or No bag over reusable 
bags in a ratio of 2 to 1.  Clearly shoppers reject reusable bags. (Team Marine, 2013) (Romanov, 2012)  
Furthermore, shoppers eventually realize that paying the paper bag fee is actually cheaper than buying 
and managing reusable bags (van Leeuwen and Williams, 2013) 
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A Cost Benefit Analysis Is Never Even Attempted! 
Plastic bag bans cost cities hundreds of thousands of dollars to implement and enforce, cost businesses 
millions of dollars in management and side-effect costs (such as increased theft of baskets and 
merchandise, and potential change out of check stands for ergonomic efficiencies in working with 
reusable bags), and cost citizens millions of dollars in time and energy to manage annually.  Yet bag 
bans only attempt to address 0.6% of the litter stream AT MOST. (Stein, 2012)  Spending even a fraction 
of this money to address the entire litter problem would be more effective than trying to control 
people’s behavior that results only in a negligible reduction of litter.  Analysis of the San Jose bag ban 
report shows that the community as a whole spent $10,000 - $15,000 in costs for every plastic carryout 
bag previously littered in the environment. Furthermore, San Jose can show NO reduction in any trash 
management costs not to mention, that banning plastic carryout bags had a negligible impact on litter in 
San Jose.  

Plastic Bag Reuse Largely Ignored 
Plastic grocery bags are one of the MOST reused and repurposed product brought into people’s homes.  
In an effort to “Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle” people responsibly reuse plastic grocery bags for purposes 
that would normally require other bags, particularly larger garbage bags.  Why would we target this 
behavior toward one of the most reused items, and ignore the vast majority of other items that are 
never reused for anything?  Why would you replace a single plastic carryout bag used to carry groceries 
home and then reused as a trash bag with two items: a reusable bag and a plastic trash bag? (van 
Leeuwen, Plastic Bag Recycling Rate - A Non-Issue, 2013) 

Bag Bans Anger Large Segments Of The Public 
Bag bans infuriate many people, who see through them as needless and senseless behavior control and 
view them as part of an unwanted and despised Nanny State.  Every poll shows a majority of the people 
oppose bag bans, and a simple observation at any store shows over 80% of the people freely choose 
plastic bags when given the choice.  It sends the message that the people are incapable of making the 
right choice, so the elitists will make the choice for them.  This affront to both Individual Freedom and 
Liberty backfires on the environmental movement and efforts to get people to live responsible lives, and 
threatens future positive improvements and ideas.  Any visit to online media articles about bag bans 
reveals the anger of the people.  Here are actual quotes from readers of online articles that are typical 
of the anger: 

• “This stupid bag ban makes me so angry at the city council that I want to take 100 plastic bags 
and go throw them in the creek!” 

• “I used to use reusable bags when I could, but now that the government mandates that I must 
use them, then I will refuse.  I’ll bring my own plastic bags instead just to make a point.” 

• “I say we ban stupid laws, not grocery bags.” 
• “For me, this isn't about the bags. I use my own bags and am fine with that. It's about the nanny 

state regulations that are forced on us.” 
• “Let me make the choice to save the environment rather than force me to by removing all of my 

options,” decried one student in a blog post. 
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Is this really the type of agitation and anger that we want from people?  The concept seems to be “We 
don’t think you are living a green life, so we are going to force you to do it.  And you are going to like it 
and not complain!”  This brings a very bad image to the true environmental movement.  Bag Ban 
Proponents simply cannot force their own values or solutions on the public and expect that they will be 
whole heartedly accepted. It is much better to make your case and allow people the dignity of making 
their own responsible choice and taking appropriate responsibility.  After all, is this not the American 
way? 

Further infuriating to people are remarks like “It isn’t so hard to use reusable bags” or “I’ve been doing it 
and you should too.”  No one likes to be forced into a behavior or forced to adopt someone else’s 
solution that they do not necessarily agree with.  This “Anti-Choice” attitude angers the average citizen 
because of the arrogance of bag ban proponents who view themselves as an elite class who know better 
than the dumb masses what is good for society and the environment and will force them to adopt their 
solutions.  In other words, they view the average person as too stupid to make the right choice so they 
will take away their free choice and force them to adopt their solution.  It also sends the message that 
the government is going to decide the value of a person’s time and effort, and decided that the citizen’s 
time is not “worthy” of receiving a plastic bag at a retail store, while plastic bags can still be used for any 
other purpose.  This creates anger and resistance, not only to the present objectives, but future ones as 
well.  

Punishing Responsible Shoppers For The Mistakes Of The Few 
One of the most repeated objections from people opposing bag bans is that they punish everyone for 
the mistakes of a few.  Environmentally responsible people who use reusable bags when they can, but 
also use plastic or paper bags at times, take those bags home and reuse them for multiple purposes, and 
then properly dispose or recycle ALL bags and trash, legitimately ask why they are being blamed for 
litter in the storm drains, creeks, and oceans.  Is the new method for dealing with litter to ban everyone 
from using that product?  What about mattresses, tires, fast food cups, straws, cigarette butts, candy 
bar wrappers, boxes, furniture, and everything else that some people dump on the sides of roads or 
homeless people leave in creeks and river bottom?  Should all of those items be banned as well? 

Hypocrisy of Bag Bans and Newspapers Who Support Them 
The obvious hypocrisy of bag bans sheds a terrible light on true efforts at improving environmental 
behavior.  For example, the San Jose Mercury News has run multiple articles supporting bag bans and 
stating how people should be denied plastic bags at grocery stores, yet they wrap and deliver their 
papers in plastic bags thrown down on driveways and gutters just feet from storm drains!  Those 
newspaper bags are TRULY single-use and used only for a few minutes to keep the paper dry.  These 
newspaper bags could easily be eliminated by delivering papers on the front porch or in a newspaper 
receptacle.  But apparently the newspaper cannot be bothered enough to make that effort.  (Whatever 
happened to “it isn’t so hard” when it applies to them?)  Why aren’t the city councils concerned about 
those?  Also, in some jurisdictions, non-profits are exempt from the plastic bag ban and in others 
wineries and wine tasting rooms are exempt, with no explanation as to why.  This is plain favoritism, 
because those plastic bags are just as damaging as one from a grocery store.  In most jurisdictions, 
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exemptions to paper bag fees are granted to certain low income groups.  And why should people on 
limited income be allowed to receive free paper bags? (van Leeuwen, Plastic Bag Ban Creates New 
Welfare Benefit, 2013)  Shouldn’t they use reusable bags like the rest of us?  And to be honest, a simple 
drive through a low-income neighborhood shows that these residents in many cases have one of the 
worst trash and litter problems.  These examples reflect a terrible characterization that some groups are 
“More equal than others” to quote George Orwell in “Animal Farm”. (Orwell, 1945)  It makes no sense 
to go after only one particular type of plastic bag, used in one particular industry, or to provide 
exemptions to certain businesses or certain income groups. 

Jurisdictions Create New Powers 
In the frothy fervor to ban plastic carryout bags, multiple rules have been bent and created, setting 
terrible precedents.  For example, a “minimum fee” for paper bags has now been established by a local 
jurisdiction that the consumer must pay to a private party in order to skirt the requirements of a public 
vote.  California’s Proposition 26, that the people passed in 2010 to stop the imposition of hidden taxes 
and fees, requires supermajorities in the state legislature to pass new taxes and fees, and also requires a 
vote of the people for local taxes and fees.  This scheme sets up an entire new level of authority for city 
councils and County Board of Supervisors – to attach “minimum fees” that residents must pay to private 
parties for anything they feel is unworthy or undesirable.  Also, the bag ban has opened the door to 
jurisdictions banning whatever else is deemed undesirable.  Many jurisdictions are already moving on to 
banning other items deemed to be “evil”. (van Leeuwen, Paper Bag Fee - Setting A Bad Precedent, 2014) 

Bag Bans Benefit Big Corporations 
While people falsely claim that Bag Ban Opponents are somehow a tool of “big corporations”, bag bans 
are actually benefitting “big corporations.”  Safeway and the California Grocers Association both 
regularly write letters to city councils supporting bag bans. Why do you suppose a big corporations 
would write to ask that they be controlled by the government (when they could stop providing plastic 
bags any time they chose and freely charge anything they wanted for a paper bag)?  It is because grocers 
are making MILLIONS through government imposed paper bag fees?  The average paper bag in large 
quantities costs about 5 cents each.  Yet most local governments are mandating a minimum 10 cent fee, 
typically rising to 25 cents.  Imagine, a 100% to 500% profit margin. NO WONDER THE BIG STORES WANT 
THIS!  In all reality, the paper bag fees are just a tax mandated by the government but paid to grocers!  
Checkout clerks at grocery stores tell us that they sell paper bags left and right all day long.   

Of course, when consumers complain about the bag ban or paying for paper bags, stores don’t have to 
blame themselves, but put the blame on the local jurisdiction when they were a willing accomplice. (van 
Leeuwen, Why are Grocers For Plastic Bag Bans, 2013) 

Conclusion 
Bag bans are NOT the “environmentally friendly” choice claimed, but rather an environmentally 
damaging choice that hurts and sets back positive advances in the environmental movement.  
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As true and rational environmentalists, we advocate responsible use of carryout bags including reuse, 
recycling, and proper disposal.  We ask that everyone avoid littering, and littering laws should be 
enforced and violators fined.  We believe that money should be spent on city wide efforts at reducing 
the impact of ALL litter, including storm drain trash capture systems, increased litter removal and 
pickup, and creek capture systems that stop all trash from flowing to the bay and ocean.  We believe 
banning our way to a clean environment is neither practical nor possible.  It sets terrible negative 
precedents that hurt real positive increases in environmental awareness and efforts, and is a huge waste 
of resources and expenditures on something that is completely symbolic yet negatively impacts the 
entire population. A fraction of the cost and efforts over bag bans (and of the new profit now pulled in 
by the big grocery store chains) could be used to really make a positive environmental impact. 

True environmentalists should oppose bag bans after considering all the facts, costs, and negative 
impacts.  
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