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*1053 THE CALIFORNIA PLASTIC BAG BAN: WHERE DO WE GO 

FROM HERE? 

INTRODUCTION 

On September 30, 2014, the Governor of California signed the nation’s first statewide ban on single-use bags, including 

plastic bags. Senate Bill (SB) 270, as of July 1, 2015, will prohibit stores that exceed a designated amount of revenue or retail 

floor space from providing free single-use bags to customers at the point of sale. The bill also sets the minimum price for 

reusable bags at ten cents ($.10) with certain limitations and exceptions.1 

  

The debate over SB 270 was one of the biggest battles in California’s most recent legislative session. While a lot of people in 

and out of California were cheering for the passage of the bill, others, including plastic bag manufactures, environment 

activists and even legislators from both major political parties expressed their concerns about the possible negative effects of 

the ban.2 Both the goal of the legislation and the debate over SB 270 are really focusing on plastic bags even though SB 270 

regulates “single-use” bags.3 The debate will continue across the country with pending legislations on plastic bag restrictions 

in other states and cities. This comment mainly discusses the possible environmental effects and economic effects of the 

plastic bag restrictions found in SB 270, and reveals why such a bag ban is a right move to reduce plastic waste without 

substantial side-effects. 

  

*1054 I. ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT OF PLASTIC BAGS AND RELATED REGULATIONS 

Single-use plastic bags make up a large portion of our garbage because we always throw them away. According to the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency, in 2012, 1,020,000 tons of plastic trash bags were produced in the United States.4 

Researchers suggest that a large number of plastic bags end up in the ocean. Marine debris such as the Great Pacific Garbage 

Patch comes from plastic bags and plastic water bottles.5 Some studies also prove that plastic bags are harmful to marine life, 

such as the turtle which may accidentally eat plastic bags or be suffocated by them.6 In addition, a study of predatory fish in 

the North Pacific Subtropical Gyre found that many of the chemicals found in plastic bags can make their way into the 

human digestive system through several commonly consumed fish species.7 The study found that 19% of the individuals 

examined contained some form of marine debris, most of it plastic.8 

  

Many jurisdictions have adopted policies regulating the use of plastic bags after becoming aware of the environmental 

problems caused by plastic bags.9 One way to regulate the use of plastic bags is banning deposable plastic bags altogether.10 

For example, New Delhi, India has a blanket plastic bag ban that prohibits sale, storage and use of plastic bags.11 The penalty 

for violation could be a fine of up to 100,000 rupees ($1620) or five years in jail.12 An alternative is imposing a charge or tax 

for plastic bags.13 China, for example, requires stores to charge customers for single-use plastic bags. In 2008, these 

provisions were expected to save 6 million tons of oil by 2013.14 Other countries, such as Ireland, *1055 impose a tax on 
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single use plastic bags.15 Irish survey data available for 2013 shows that plastic bags constitute 0.14% of litter pollution 

produced nationally compared to an estimated 5% prior to the introduction of the levy.16 Besides plastic bag bans and taxation 

regimes, some jurisdictions utilized recycling projects.17 For example, Tucson, Arizona has a plastic bag ordinance that 

requires retailers provide bins for the collection of plastic bags for recycling.18 While the recycling project in Tucson has 

collected a substantial number of plastic bags for recycling, it has not reduced the usage of single-use plastics bags.19 

  

II. THE CALIFORNIA BAG BAN 

The California “plastic bag ban” is really not an accurate name for SB 270.20 In fact, SB 270 is a comprehensive solution for 

reducing solid waste and other problems caused by plastic bags while simultaneously preventing possible negative effects.21 

  

First, SB 270 will not affect California’s economy like the opponents claimed. The bill includes $2 million dollars in loans 

for plastic bag manufacturers to shift their operations from producing single use plastic bags to making recycled and reusable 

plastic bags.22 The alleged unemployment and economic downfall are not likely to happen. Data strongly suggest that in Los 

Angeles County, a local single-use bag ban encouraged the development of a reusable bag industry and substantially reduced 

the expense of cleanups.23 Retailers can also reduce cost in operating their businesses.24 

  

*1056 Second, a ban of single-use bags helps to reduce the production of solid waste and plastic bags related pollution. 

Similar bag bans have proved effective in reducing single-use bags.25 For example, Los Angeles County experienced a 95% 

reduction in overall single-use bag usage (both plastic and paper).26 Some people claim that prohibition of plastic bags would 

lead to more usage of paper bags, which is in general more costly. This misreads SB 270. The bill prohibits all single-use 

bags including paper bags and requires recycled paper bags to be sold at a minimum of ten cents per bag.27 Moreover, even if 

consumers opt to buy reusable paper bags because of the ban, paper product has a higher rate of recycling. The statistics 

provided by the EPA indicate that while the recycling rate of paper product in 2012 is 64.7%, the rate of plastic product is 

only 8.8%, which is less than 1/7 of the rate of paper product.28 

  

Third, SB 270 also avoids financial burden on citizens. The government will be giving out free reusable bags.29 And the ban 

also exempts certain customers receive government benefits.30 In addition, people are also worried that reusable bags can 

cause infection and disease.31 However, bacteria are only likely to grow in reusable bags if people do not wash them 

regularly.32 Tomás Aragón, an epidemiologist at UC Berkeley and health officer for the city of San Francisco, suggests that 

there is no proof of a nexus between reusable bags and food safety.33 

  

III. WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 

Congress has declared that in the United States, “pollution should be prevented or reduced at the source whenever feasible” 

and “disposal or other release into the environment should be employed only as a last resort.”34 Plastic bags are only a small 

portion of the solid waste Americans produce, but this doesn’t mean that Americans don’t need to do anything about it. 

Recent examples suggest that the single-use plastic bag ban is *1057 an effective and direct way to reduce plastic debris by 

helping citizens to develop a habit of bringing their own reusable bags to the grocery stores.35 

  

Moreover, plastic bag bans or taxes could eventually spread from coastal areas to landlocked cities or states due to ecology 

and environment concerns.36 As more waste is produced everyday, the land available to the disposal of waste is continually 

shrinking.37 Meanwhile, the number of US landfills has been declining because of regulation.38 In addition, communities 

always resist having such dumpsites close to their homes.39 The gas emitted from landfills, and possible landfill leaks, are also 

factors that a state should consider when looking at a plastic bag ban.40 Plastic bag bans are becoming a national trend.41 As 

the California Governor stated: “We’re the first to ban these bags, and we won’t be the last.”42 A plastic ban like SB 270 is by 

far the most effective way to reduce the usage of disposable bags especially single-use plastic bags.43 It could slowly change 

people’s habits and encourage the growth of recycling and the reusable product industry.44 In addition, the SB 270 legislation 

is inclusive because it also addresses possible side effects by implementing methods that help manufactures and citizens 

transition to a disposable-bag-free society.45 Hopefully, more jurisdictions will adopt similar bag bans in the near future. 
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